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ABSTRACT
Superintendent Transitions: Planning for the Expected
by Jennifer Wildman
Purpose: The purpose of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to
identify and describe succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California public
school districts of 1,000 to 10,000 enrollment that have experienced superintendent
transition within the previous 3 years during each of three stages—Prepare, Pivot,
Thrive—of executive succession and transition management (Adams, 2006).
Methodology: The population consisted of 1,022 districts in California with a target
population of 213 districts of 1,000 to 10,000 enrollment known to have experienced a
superintendent transition within the last 3 years. Participants (superintendents, cabinet
members, board members) were chosen through purposive and convenience sampling.
Findings: Overall, 5 common themes emerged during all 3 stages of transition: (a)
communicating openly and transparently, (b) seeking input from stakeholders, (c)
building and maintaining relationships, (d) strategic planning, and

(e) stabilizing the

district. In contrast, common themes differed by role in each stage. Superintendents’
common themes were (a) building and maintaining relationships,

(b) communicating

openly and transparently, (c) strategic planning, (d) seeking input from stakeholders, (e)
conducting research, and (f) balancing work in the former and new district. Cabinet
members’ common themes were (a) communicating openly and transparently, (b)
building and maintaining relationships, (c) stabilizing the district,

(d) strategic

planning, (e) restructuring and managing the change process, and (f) seeking input from
stakeholders. Board members’ common themes were (a) seeking input from
vi

stakeholders, (b) communicating openly and transparently, (c) showing support,
(d) building and maintaining relationships, (e) strategic planning, and (f) restructuring
and managing the change process.
Conclusions: Overall, the study identified five common strategies that were consistent
across all roles and stages. However, people in different roles utilized unique sets of
strategies during different stages of superintendent transition. Succession planning for
superintendents can include these strategies used by all roles working together during the
Thrive stage of executive transition.
Recommendations: Future research is recommended on the impact of succession
planning on superintendent tenure, case studies on experiences of cabinet and/or board
members during transitions, the nexus of board elections and superintendent transitions, a
replication of the study on principal transitions and qualitative studies on the role of the
outgoing superintendents during superintendent transitions.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
This study sought to identify the critical strategies of successful transitions from
one superintendent to the next in K-12 school districts in California. Transition plans for
executive leaders, including superintendents and other for-profit and nonprofit top-level
managers, are often called succession plans. Best practices for succession planning from
various fields involve the ongoing development of leadership, coaching, and system-wide
practices to promote the development of leaders within the organization (Adams, 2006,
2017; Shirley, 2008), continual efforts to maintain strategic planning (Larcker, Miles, &
Tayan, 2014), and the determination of criteria to select a new leader (Carlson, 1961;
Peters, 2010). Succession plans may also include a process of identifying and promoting
internal leadership, anticipating vacancies, assessing the future needs of the organization,
and preparing the organization to transition to a new leader (Dedrick, 2009).
Superintendents are the primary leaders of K-12 school districts, and the critical
transition from one superintendent to the next is in the hands of the school board and
cabinet members, who may play a role in developing informal and formal succession
plans. When they exist, succession plans create a guide for transitioning from one leader
to the next (Carlson, 1961; Peters, 2010). However, many organizations, including
school districts, do not plan for succession between leaders. Studies of superintendent
succession planning have demonstrated that when districts carefully plan their approach
for superintendent succession, results can be positive (Renihan, 2012; Roger & Safer,
2010; Shuler, 2016). However, such planning is the exception rather than the rule.
Sherman (2009), Gildea (2012), and Bradley (2016) all noted that succession
plans exist for superintendent transitions, but they are overwhelmingly informal.
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Sherman (2009) stated, “In education, succession planning is a topic that is starting to
gain more interest and attention from researchers as superintendent turnover and
retirement become more frequent” (p. 2). Sherman’s study of the methods that districts
used to enact superintendent succession planning resulted in a closer look at the process
used by superintendents and board members who structured superintendent succession
but provided only cursory information regarding the transition process. The study also
defined three types of planning for the transition between superintendents: replacement
(external or internal search for a new superintendent), transition (period of cross-training
between the old and the new superintendent), and succession planning (including the
grooming of a new superintendent from within the ranks of the current administration).
This study revealed that 77% of participants considered some type of succession planning
for superintendents as critical to the program stability and student achievement (Sherman,
2009).
Through a qualitative and illustrative multiple case study approach, the researcher
studied the strategies used to navigate the transition between superintendents as
implemented in six K-12 public school noncharter districts in California that are between
1,000 and 10,000 student enrollment and have experienced a superintendent transition
within the last three academic years. Chapter I contains the background of the study,
including a description of the position of superintendent, roles and responsibilities, and
the effects of superintendents on student achievement and district stability. This chapter
also includes a historical description of the superintendent position from the inception of
the role in the mid-19th century until present day in the new millennium. A description
of the superintendent role with school boards and the impact of tenure and turnover of the
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superintendent are followed by the theoretical framework for the study. Next, the
research problem, purpose statement and research questions are presented followed by
the significance of the study. Finally, definitions for key terms, study delimitations, and
the organization of the study are also provided.
Background
The role of the school superintendent is an important one. Superintendents play a
critical role in influencing student achievement (Allen, 2017; Wright & Harris, 2010;
Metcalfe, 2007 Murphy, 2009; Waters & Marzano, 2007a, 2007b) by hiring and retaining
good teachers, providing quality professional development opportunities, and removing
obstacles so that teachers are able to address the needs of their students (Sybrant, 2012).
In addition, superintendents encourage strong school leadership and autonomy (Allen,
2017; Waters & Marzano, 2007b), both of which are factors that positively impact
student achievement.
The literature suggests that length of superintendent tenure is correlated positively
to student achievement (Metcalfe, 2007; Pascopella, 2011; Plotts, 2011), with 2 years
minimum service required for positive results and longer tenures producing greater
student achievement results (Myers, 2011; Pascopella, 2011; Sparks, 2017).
Superintendents who stay in districts over time demonstrate higher levels of commitment,
including a belief in the organization’s core values and goals, a willingness to exert
substantial effort on behalf of the organization, and deeper dedication to the organization
(Talbert & Beach, 2013). Long-term superintendents who stay in their districts for longer
periods of time may be able to develop long-term plans and implement large-scale
objectives (Natkin, Cooper, Alborano, Padilla, & Ghosh, 2002).
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Unfortunately, most superintendents do not stay in one district for long. Reports
of average U.S. superintendent tenure vary between 3 and 7 years (Natkin et al., 2002).
In a 2012 study of California superintendents found that as many as 71% of school
districts will experience a transition in superintendents within a 3-year period, with a
higher turnover experienced by larger urban districts. In addition to high turnover, there
is a critical shortage of new superintendent candidates (Cooper, Fusarelli & Carella,
2000; Glass & Bjork, 2003). As of 2017, most current superintendents are Baby
Boomers who were born between 1946 and 1964 (Strauss, 2017), many of whom will
leave their positions within the next 10 years.
In the book The Emerging Work of Today’s Superintendent, Lanoue and Zepeda
(2008) emphasized the need for sitting superintendents to develop a leadership succession
plan by describing the urgency of the 3 to 5 years tenure required for their leadership to
make a positive impact. The authors encouraged superintendents to take time and care to
develop new leaders and implement a strategic planning process as part of succession
planning. According to Lanoue and Zepeda, “New perspectives combined with in-house
thinking can provide a level of new thinking and the continuity required for effective
change processes” (p. 337).
Bridges (2004) stated, “Change is situational . . . transition, on the other hand, is
psychological” (p. 37). Although superintendent transitions can create tremendous
change in a district, superintendents can be instrumental in leaving a legacy of stability
and achievement as they leave their positions and the district transitions to new
leadership. As part of an ongoing and planned transition process, succession planning
involves the ongoing development of leadership, including coaching and system-wide
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practices to promote the development of leaders from within the organization (Adams,
2006, 2017; Shirley, 2008). Succession planning also includes continual efforts to
maintain organizational vision through long-term strategic planning (Larcker et al.,
2014). Finally, succession planning incorporates the determination of desired criteria for
a potential leader (Carlson, 1961; Peters, 2010), recruitment and hiring from among
desired candidates, and eventually, the successful transition to new executive leader
(Wolfred, 2009).
According to Gildea (2001), “The leader, more than any other individual in an
organization, has a profound impact upon that organization’s success” (p. 1). It is
common knowledge that superintendents play an important role in ensuring the success
of a district; however, progress in any organization takes time. Because shortened
superintendent tenures cause districts to be in frequent transition (Grissom & Andersen,
2012; Hipp, 2012; Pascopella, 2011), one might suspect that school districts would
engage in long-term planning for succession and transition between superintendents.
However, school districts infrequently engage in succession planning for the
superintendent (Bradley, 2016).
Various fields have established best practices for succession planning that involve
the ongoing development of leadership, coaching, and system-wide practices to promote
the development of leaders within the organization (Adams, 2006, 2017; Shirley, 2008),
continual efforts to maintain strategic planning (Larcker et al., 2014), and the
determination of criteria to select a new leader (Carlson, 1961; Peters, 2010). Studies of
superintendent succession planning have demonstrated that when districts carefully plan
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their approach for superintendent succession, results can be positive (Renihan, 2012;
Roger & Safer, 2010; Shuler, 2016).
Sherman (2009), Gildea (2012), and Bradley (2016) all noted that succession
plans exist for superintendent transitions, but they are overwhelmingly informal.
Sherman (2009) stated, “In education, succession planning is a topic that is starting to
gain more interest and attention from researchers as superintendent turnover and
retirement become more frequent” (p. 2). Sherman’s study of the methods that districts
used to enact superintendent succession planning resulted in a closer look at the process
used by superintendents and board members who structured superintendent succession.
Similarities and differences between the processes utilized by various districts revealed
that many had informal succession plans primarily led by the current superintendent
(Sherman, 2009). The study also defined three types of planning for the transition
between superintendents: replacement (external or internal search for a new
superintendent), transition (period of cross-training between the old and the new
superintendent), and succession planning (including the grooming of a new
superintendent from within the ranks of the current administration). This study revealed
that 77% of the participants considered some type of succession planning for
superintendents as being critical to program stability and student achievement
(Sherman, 2009).
Understanding and carrying out the vision of a district is part of the role of the
superintendent and part of the process of succession planning. Gildea (2012), Shuler
(2016), and Bradley (2016) all focused on differences between internal and external
superintendent candidates for the position during succession planning. According to the
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research, common practice indicates that school districts look outside of the organization
for superintendent candidates when they are seeking change and internally when they
seek stability (Carlson, 1961; Shuler, 2016). Nestor-Baker and Hoy (2001) found that
internal and external candidates have different motivation and impact a district in
different ways although both types of candidates utilize similar strategies, such as goal
setting. Shuler (2016) found that the amount of support given by the board was greater
for external candidates. Internal candidates, however, were shown to have an advantage
in knowing the current vision and were given the expectation to carry that vision forward.
Parker-Chenaille (2012) found that succession with an internal hire results in a
superintendent who focuses on protecting the organization from external pressures and
influences. Parker-Chenaille (2012) also found that internal candidates have a higher
impact on student achievement in rural school districts. Regardless of whether an
internal or external candidate is granted the position, all superintendents need to develop
and maintain a vision for the organization and garner the support of the board of trustees
(Shuler, 2016).
Some studies have focused on cross-over training time, also known as an
“overlap” model of succession (Gildea, 2012), where new and former superintendents are
given focused time together to support a smooth transition. This model was first
introduced in 1990 by Roger and Safer who heralded the approach as an innovative way
to approach succession (Roger & Safer, 2010). Gildea (2012) reported that new
superintendents reported that this type of transition planning was a valuable succession
management strategy. The Gildea (2012) study focused on both internal and external
candidates and their perceptions of success in their new positions but Bradley (2016)
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shared the potential benefits of guiding an internal candidate into the position. Both the
Gildea (2012) and Bradley (2016) studies demonstrated that new superintendents shared
the perception that overlapping time for former and new superintendents during
succession planning was valuable. Although internally promoted superintendents valued
their experience in working with former superintendents as they transitioned into the new
position, external candidates who were given time to cross-train with the exiting
superintendent described the process as beneficial in helping them become familiar with
the organization (Gildea, 2012) This “overlap” or mentoring model, including hands-on
training, is a potential succession strategy for districts that are transitioning between
superintendents (Bradley, 2016; Gildea, 2012; Roger & Safer, 2010).
An interesting note is that Bradley (2016) gave a glimpse of one factor that might
be preventing districts from adopting formal succession plans. Because formal
succession plans begin during a superintendent’s tenure in the position, the discussion of
succession needs to develop long before the sitting superintendent announces his or her
departure. Bradley (2016) found that board members reported being reluctant to
approach a current superintendent with plans for his or her exit from the district.
Succession planning may begin with the sitting superintendent, and this study
recommended beginning the process as a new superintendent is being brought onboard
(Bradley, 2016).
Statement of the Research Problem
School districts depend on superintendents to provide stability and continuity
(Juenke, 2005; Kamrath, 2015; Mincberg, 2017; Velazquez, 2017; Waters & Marzano,
2007b, 2008) and to contribute positively to student achievement (Allen, 2017; Metcalfe,
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2007; Murphy, 2009; Waters & Marzano, 2007b; Wright & Harris, 2010). However,
shortened superintendent tenures cause most districts to be in frequent transition
(Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Hipp, 2002; Pascopella, 2011; Sparks, 2017). Yet, school
boards infrequently plan for succession (Bradley, 2016; Dedrick, 2009).
Trends in the history of the superintendency show that as Baby Boomers (born
between 1944 and1964) leave their roles as superintendents (Strauss, 2017), the position
will continue to be shaped by the changing times and communities in which they live.
Over the last few decades, Baby Boomers in the superintendency have represented the
ideals of the post-World War II generation who reflected a time of civic pride and
relative prosperity, with family and children forming the centerpiece of society (Strauss,
2017). On the contrary, the Generation X population, also known as GenX or Xers (born
between the years of 1965 and 1979), grew up during a more recent time when children
were low priority, with a high level of distrust surrounding most public institutions,
including educational organizations (Strauss, 2017).
GenXers are now the generation that comprises most new superintendents. As
Xers become superintendents, differences in their work habits may influence the role and
the longevity of the superintendency. Generally speaking, Xers are known to seek
balance and flexibility, prefer independent job responsibilities, and are good at
multitasking, qualities that lend themselves to the superintendency (Lovely, 2010).
However, the Xers are also known to hate politics, eschew rules and policies, and love
frequent change (Lovely, 2010), qualities that may eventually affect whether or not future
GenX superintendents are willing or able to stay in the position in one district for long.
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Although the numbers of retiring leaders continue to grow, organizations of all
kinds demonstrate an increased need for succession planning strategies, including
developing the skills of internal leaders such as middle managers (Froelich, McGee, &
Rathge, 2011). Research on leadership succession in many types of organizations
suggests that developing leaders from within is a very important part of the succession
planning process (Byers, 2016; Carriere & Muise, 2009; Collins & Collins, 2007; Conger
& Fulmer, 2003; Hart, 2011; Hollinger, 2013). In a 2014 study, LeClair found that
grooming new leaders from within the organization is also an important part of
succession planning for superintendents. As superintendent candidates become scarcer,
the consideration of internal candidates may become an increasingly critical part of
succession planning for the superintendency (Byers, 2016; Carriere & Muise, 2009;
Collins & Collins, 2007; Conger & Fulmer, 2003; Hart, 2011; Hollinger, 2013).
Although there is much research about the effects of superintendents on student
achievement (Allen, 2017; Metcalfe, 2007; Murphy, 2009; Waters & Marzano, 2007b;
Wright & Harris, 2010) and the superintendent’s influence on central leadership stability
(Juenke, 2005; Kamrath, 2015; Mincberg, 2017; Velazquez, 2017; Waters & Marzano,
2007b), succession planning is not very evident in the literature surrounding educational
organizations and superintendents. This researcher found fewer than 10 studies that
involved superintendent succession planning. In the few studies that exist, researchers
suggested that more studies should be devoted to succession planning and its application
to superintendents (Camacho, 2015; Gildea, 2012; Sherman, 2009; Shuler, 2016).
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Bradley (2016) recommended that in the absence of much research including
formal superintendent succession plans, informal succession plans could be studied, or
that the subjects of his research could be further studied using a case study methodology.
Camacho (2015) suggested that additional qualitative research might include studying the
experiences and reasons for superintendents ending their tenure with their school
districts. In addition, Gildea (2012) and Shuler (2016) suggested that further studies be
done, especially using a qualitative case study approach. Gildea (2012) also
recommended that future research about superintendent succession should involve
studying districts that have experienced superintendent succession from the perspectives
of a variety of insiders, including certificated staff, central office administrators, and
members of the school board.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to identify
and describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California public
school districts that have experienced a transition in superintendents within the past 3
years, using Adams’s (2006) executive succession and transition management stages of
Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive.
Research Questions
1. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Prepare” stage of the executive transition?
2. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize

11

during the “Pivot” stage of the executive transition?
3. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Thrive” stage of the executive transition?
Significance of the Study
It is clear that the superintendent plays a critical role in the well-being of any
school district (Camacho, 2015). Most notably, the superintendent is the key district
administrator responsible for student achievement and organizational success (Camacho,
2015). Although the role of the superintendent continues to change over time (Tyack,
1976), superintendents are known to serve school districts by providing leadership and
stability (Juenke, 2005; Kamrath, 2015; Mincberg, 2017; Velazquez, 2017; Waters &
Marzano, 2007b). Superintendents also have a positive effect on student achievement
(Allen, 2017; Metcalfe, 2007; Murphy, 2009; Waters & Marzano, 2007a, 2007b; Wright
& Harris, 2010), with longer superintendent tenures increasing the levels of achievement
that can be attained (Metcalfe, 2007; Myers, 2011; Pascopella, 2011; Plotts, 2011;
Sparks, 2017).
The significance of this study is that superintendent succession planning, although
rarely enacted and even more infrequently studied, may ultimately have a positive effect
on school districts. As other authors have suggested, superintendent succession planning
is a process that would benefit school districts (Bradley, 2016; Camacho, 2015; Carlson,
1961; Eadie, 2015, 2018; Hart, 1991; LeClair, 2014; Miskel & Cosgrove, 1985; Roger &
Safer, 2010; Sherman, 2009; Shuler, 2016). This multiple case study describing the
strategies that California K-12 public schools employed during the phases of
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superintendent succession—Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive (Adams, 2006)—may support
individuals from other school districts to learn more about strategies implemented by
cabinet members, board members, and superintendents during the transition from one
superintendent to the next. With the frequency of superintendent transitions and the
significant effects of frequent turnover being so definitively negative, studying the
strategies used in districts that engage in succession planning may be helpful to a wide
audience of cabinet level administrators, board members, and superintendents working in
K-12 public schools in California.
This study may provide possible strategies for cabinet level administrators to
implement during the transition between superintendents. When superintendents leave
with no transition plan in place, especially when no internal candidates are present, the
process of hiring of a new superintendent can last several months. During this transition
period, cabinet members and staff must help fill the leadership void while searching for a
new superintendent. Although school boards may elect to hire an interim superintendent
whose work involves leading a district during a potentially challenging and unsettled time
in the organization (Wolfred, 2005), an interim superintendent may not be able to provide
sufficient leadership for the organization to thrive during the transition. Knowing what
strategies could be applied during this transitional period may assist cabinet members in
navigating this challenging time.
Learning about strategies to navigate the transition between superintendents will
also support board members who are responsible for overseeing the work of the
superintendent. Eadie (2015) stated,
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Since selecting a new superintendent is one of the preeminent responsibilities of a
school board and arguably the highest-stakes decision that any board can make, it
is critical that the superintendent succession plan be developed by the board’s
governance (or executive) committee. (p. 1)
As an interesting connection to the subject of this study, poor board communication and
the lack of positive relationships between superintendents and boards have been found to
be a cause of high superintendent turnover rates (Byrd, Drews, & Johnson, 2006). Yet,
the nature of hiring, subsequent onboarding, and supervision of a new superintendent
requires a high level of engagement from the school board (Eadie, 2018). Thus, strategies
from this study may provide school boards with information about how to use succession
planning in collaboration between the superintendent and the board.
Finally, this multiple case study will provide information for superintendents who
are themselves planning for their eventual succession. Incoming and outgoing
superintendents may also benefit from knowing what other school districts incorporate
into purposeful and ongoing succession plans as they transition into the position in
different districts. Some authors (Mohan, 2018; Wolfred & Masaoka, 2009) have
suggested that succession planning is something that could be undertaken early in a
leader’s tenure rather than after the announcement of his or her departure. In addition, it
has been suggested that developing a succession plan early allows a leader to deepen his
or her commitment to the agency’s long-term success (Wolfred & Masaoka, 2009). A
superintendent may be able to strengthen the learning environment as a part of the plan
for his or her success while at the same time getting the district ready for the eventual
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transition to new leadership when the time comes. Therefore, new superintendents who
purposefully plan for succession could apply their learning of the inner workings of the
district, strategic planning, and the identification and development of internal leaders as a
way to deepen their relationship to the district as they begin to lead the new district.
The researcher intended to provide this qualitative and illustrative multiple case
study to uncover strategies used by six other school districts when developing and
implementing formal succession plans. Understanding the obstacles encountered and key
strategies used by some districts may be illustrative for other districts encountering a
transition between superintendents. Using this multiple case study as an example, new
and existing superintendents, school board members, and cabinet members may be able
to deconstruct succession planning strategies used by six school districts in order to
reconstruct the conditions needed for successfully developing a succession plan for the
transition between superintendents in their own school districts.
Definitions
In order to support the understanding of this qualitative and illustrative multiple
case study, key terms used throughout this study are described in the following section.
Operational definitions support the explanation of the process of succession planning for
the transition between superintendents in school districts. Theoretical definitions provide
descriptions of the academic terminology related to the phenomenon studied.
Operational Definitions
External candidate. Applicant who is not currently employed by the district.
Internal candidate. Applicant who is currently employed by the district.
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Pivot. The “during” stage in which the former leader has likely departed, during
the search process, whereby the organization will be recruiting and hiring a new leader,
and preparation of the organization for a new leader.
Prepare. The “before” stage in which a district leader announces his or her
departure, but usually before he or she leaves the position, characterized by three primary
activities: identifying leadership during the transition, stabilizing the organization (as
needed), and planning the search for a new leader.
Superintendent. Chief educational officer, with executive oversight and charge
of a school district.
Superintendent hiring process. Includes the determination of qualifications in a
desired superintendent, recruitment procedures, and hiring of superintendents.
Superintendent onboarding. Process of placing, training, mentoring, and
supporting a new superintendent in a new position in a school district.
Superintendent search firm. A business hired by a school district, whose main
enterprise is the recruitment and hiring of a new superintendent.
Superintendent search process. Recruitment and hiring of a new superintendent,
which may include the development of qualifications and qualities sought in a new
superintendent, the identification of internal candidates, recruitment of external
candidates, narrowing of several applicants to a final candidate pool, interviewing and
hiring of a new superintendent, and onboarding of the new superintendent.
Superintendent succession plan. Formal plan implemented to address the
inevitable changes that occur when superintendents resign, retire, are fired, get sick, or
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die. Succession plans ensure that the school district is prepared for all contingencies by
selecting an interim superintendent; identifying and training high-potential administrators
for advancement; maintaining organizational stability; and completing the recruitment,
hiring, and onboarding process of a new superintendent.
Superintendent succession planning. Formal and proactive outlining of
processes that seek to address the needs of school districts during the period of transition
between superintendents.
Superintendent tenure. Length of time a superintendent stays in one position in
one district.
Superintendent transition. Process by which one superintendent leaves and is
replaced by another.
Superintendent turnover. Rate at which one superintendent leaves and is
replaced by the next.
Thrive. The “after” stage in which a new leader has been hired and is being
onboarded into the organization, including the initial launch and support for the new
leader within the organization.
Organization of the Study
The objective of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to
describe the strategies implemented by K-12 public school districts with student
enrollment between 1,000 and 10,000 to successfully navigate the transition between
superintendents. The researcher used the theoretical framework described below to frame
the interview questions for participants in the target population of a K-12 public school
district in California that has successfully navigated the transition between
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superintendents within the last 3 years. Interviews and an artifact review provide
triangulation for the data.
The researcher sought to identify key strategies utilized through the Prepare,
Pivot, and Thrive stages of succession, which served as the theoretical framework for this
study. These three stages are identified as the key stages of the executive succession and
transition management process as described by Tom Adams in 2006 as part of a report
called Staying Engaged, Stepping Up: Succession Planning and Executive Transition
Management for Nonprofit Boards of Directors, which is part of a larger series of reports
entitled the Executive Transitions Monograph Series provided by The Annie E. Casey
Foundation (see Appendix A).
In simple terms, the Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive stages of executive transition
equate to a timeline of before-during-after stages of superintendent transition. The
Prepare stage is the before stage and occurs when the executive, in this case the
superintendent, announces his or her departure from the district but usually before he or
she actually leaves the district. This period includes activities like clarifying transitional
leadership, stabilizing the organization, and planning the search and transition to a new
leader. This is followed by the Pivot stage that occurs during the period in which the
superintendent has left the district but before the new superintendent arrives. This period
includes the search and selection process as the district prepares to find a new leader.
The Thrive stage is the after stage, which is the final stage of the process as the
superintendent is hired, onboarded, and supported in his or her new role in the district.
The organization of this study includes Chapter I: an introduction of the study,
roles, responsibilities, and impact of the superintendent and the need for succession
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planning. It also includes a statement of the research problem, including the purpose
statement and research questions. Chapter II includes a more detailed description of the
history of the superintendent role over time, the importance of a superintendent for
academic achievement and stability of the organization, and the effects of frequent
turnover and shortened tenure of the superintendency. A description of the literature
search and the research gap is provided and summarized in the synthesis matrix (see
Appendix B). It also includes a description of succession planning in other for-profit and
nonprofit fields. Chapter III pertains to the methodology of the study and includes a
thorough description of the procedures used to conduct the case study research, including
the research design, population, study sample, data collection and analysis, and the
reliability and validity of the study. Chapter IV contains the description of the results of
the study and findings. Finally, Chapter V includes a summary of the multiple case
study, conclusions, implications, and recommendations for further research.
Delimitations
This study was delimited to six California school districts that had between 1000
and 10,000 students and that had experienced a superintendent transition within the past 3
years. Two districts were selected from each portion of California—northern, central and
southern. Charter districts and county offices of education were eliminated from the
target population.
Summary
The positive effects of a superintendent on student achievement (Waters &
Marzano, 2007b, 2008; Price, 2015; Shelton, 2010; Wright & Harris, 2010), district
culture (Owen, & Ovando. 2000), and leadership stability (Burkhauser, 2015; Cooper et
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al., 2000) demonstrate the importance of the role of superintendent in public school
districts. The superintendent provides stable, focused, and ongoing leadership in school
districts, and the transition between superintendents often causes instability within a
district community (Parker-Chenaille, 2012; Ray & Marshall, 2005; Yee & Cuban,
1996). Leadership in the public sector, including school superintendency, has an impact
on organizational performance, and the effects of succession can be negative when a new
leader is hired externally (Boyne & Dahya, 2002; Hill, 2005).
Historically, the length of superintendent tenure has been estimated at somewhere
between 3 and 7 years (Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Hipp, 2002; Natkin et al., 2002;
Parker-Chenaille, 2012; Pascopella, 2011). Yet, according to the most recent study, more
than half of the school districts in California will experience a transition in
superintendents within the next 3 years (Sparks, 2017). This indicates that the transition
between superintendents is predictably both a frequent and challenging occurrence for
school districts (Burkhauser, 2015).
In this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study, the researcher sought to
identify strategies utilized by public K-12 school districts in California with formal
succession plans to successfully transition from one superintendent to the next. The aim
of the study was to identify key strategies and potential obstacles for superintendent
transitions. Implications of this research could support succession planning for
superintendents in like school districts. The results of the study could help outgoing and
incoming superintendents, school board members, and cabinet members to develop
proactive, purposeful, and ongoing superintendent succession plans as they navigate
future transitions in the superintendency.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This literature search resulted in a limited number of studies related directly to
superintendent succession in the field of K-12 education. Thus, Chapter II of this study
consists of a literature review that includes research on succession planning in other
fields, including business, nonprofit organizations, healthcare, and faith-based
organizations. Following this introduction, components of the literature review include a
history of the superintendency, roles and responsibilities of the superintendent, challenges
of being a superintendent, impact of the superintendent on district stability and student
achievement, superintendent tenure and turnover, succession planning for superintendents
and succession planning in other fields, a theoretical model of succession, and
superintendent transition planning. The final section of this literature review includes a
description of the research gap related to this study and the impetus for studying the
transition between superintendents.
Review of the Literature
Description of Literature Search
An extensive literature search was conducted utilizing the search terms
“superintendent” plus “tenure, turnover, transition, succession and hiring process.”
Findings for the complete phrase “superintendent succession plan” were extremely
limited, with very few articles specifically referencing the entire phrase. During the
literature search, articles related to general school staff and principal tenure, turnover, and
transition, including teachers and other district leaders, were excluded.
During the literature search, a very limited number of studies was found on
succession or transition planning for superintendents. When searching in Google Scholar
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for “superintendent AND succession plan NOT principal NOT assistant,” the first search
produced only two results. Removing the word “plan” brought a total of 15 results
related to superintendent succession. An initial Leatherby Library search for scholarly,
peer-reviewed journal articles using the search parameters “superintendent AND
succession NOT principal NOT assistant” brought about only five results, four of which
were authored by the same researchers.
Expansion to Related Research Fields
Related fields including nonprofit and for-profit organizations provided
considerable research on succession planning. These additional studies were sought in
order to aid in gathering of information about leadership transitions. Broadening the
search terms to include these sources outside of education, the researcher was able to
learn more about succession planning in business, healthcare, nonprofit, and faith-based
organizations. Understanding succession planning in other organizations supports how
succession planning might be conducted in educational organizations.
Components of the Literature Review
This literature review includes a wide variety of research articles related to the
history, roles and responsibilities, challenges, and impact of the superintendent.
Additional information was included about tenure and turnover of superintendents and
the process by which new superintendents are recruited, hired, and onboarded. The few
studies that related directly to succession planning for superintendents are also included
in this section of the literature review.
In summary, there is very little research available on succession planning for
superintendents. In fact, there was so little research in this area that the researcher had
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to expand the search by looking outside of education and by using the broader term
“transition” instead of succession. Even with widened search terms, “superintendent
AND transition AND plan” in the title, Google Scholar produced only eight results. A
similar search in Leatherby Library resulted in no studies at all.
History of the Superintendency
A historical perspective of school superintendents in the United States was
reported by Tyack (1976) to be a “complex tale of stability and change that emerges in
the social history of the superintendency” (p. 258). Superintendents have filled many
roles over time and have historically had many responsibilities, but patterns exist to help
understand how the role has come to be what it is today. What follows is a timeline of
the role of the superintendent from its inception in K-12 education in the United States
and continuing until present day.
Initial Role of the Superintendent (Mid-19th Century)
Demographic, economic, sociopolitical, and technological shifts have changed the
nature of the superintendency over time (Björk, Browne-Ferrigno, & Kowalski, 2014).
The superintendent position was originally created during the mid-19th century as our
nation shifted from an agricultural to an industrial economy. The original superintendent
likely viewed himself as an evangelical and redeeming force in the community in the
19th century (Tyack, 1976). At the time, superintendents were not educational experts,
but church or community leaders, aristocrats, and public figures.
Superintendents served in their role in order to shape local educational practices
around the religious and educational lives of the community served by the schools
(Tyack, 1976). Prior to 1900, superintendents were hired primarily to carry out the board
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of education’s agenda. However, the turn of the century brought a more businesscentered ideology to the superintendency (Björk, Kowalski, & Browne-Ferrigno, 2005).
Evolution of the Superintendent (Late 19th and Early 20th Century)
After the Great Depression, the superintendent’s role in encouraging parental
involvement increased (Björk et al., 2014). During the 1940s, the roles of the board and
superintendent became more clearly bifurcated. During this time, boards took over a
greater focus on community relations and policy setting while superintendents made
educational decisions and focused on implementing policies as enacted by their local
school boards (Björk et al., 2005).
As time passed, the role of the superintendent shifted to include a more political and
bureaucratic presence. In the early 20th century, the superintendent role was most
commonly held by powerful, Protestant, rural, farm-raised, married men in rural and
suburban areas, and politically influential men of the same basic demographic in urban
cities (Tyack, 1976). Superintendent roles and responsibilities mirrored the communities
in which the superintendents resided (Björk et al., 2014; Tyack, 1976). Rural
superintendents tended to represent the moral and educational expectations of smaller and
more personalized communities although urban superintendents became more responsive
to greater citizen and political influence in larger metropolitan areas (Tyack, 1976).
Personal Vision Shapes District Vision (20th century)
During the early 20th century, superintendents tended to be politically influential
and work in conjunction with local governments in larger urban cities (Tyack, 1976).
Toward the middle of the 20th century, however, superintendents became more like
master teachers, focused mainly on implementing state curriculum and hiring teachers
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(Björk et al., 2014). Superintendents of larger urban school districts often took the role of
intellectuals who wrote professional articles about the philosophy and history of
education as well as making contributions to educational pedagogy (Björk et al., 2014).
Educational reform and political influences have continually shaped the work of
the superintendent from the math and science focus of the post-World War II era to
desegregation in the 1950s-1970s. The political ramifications of the superintendency
have been amplified since the 1950s as the superintendent’s role in securing community
and financial support has increased in importance (Björk et al., 2014). Throughout the
20th century, superintendents have remained largely representative of the communities
they serve (Björk et al., 2014) much like the origination of the role in the mid-19th
century. However, the changing landscape of the industrial to the technological age in
the United States has brought many rapid changes to schools and to the superintendency.
Superintendents have become increasingly responsible for the educational needs
of students over time, and by the mid-20th-century superintendents began to focus more
on the instructional aspects of running our schools (Tyack, 1976). High-stakes
accountability, which became more apparent during the 1980s and 1990s, meant changes
in the focus of the superintendent and has also increased superintendent involvement in
improving student achievement (Björk et al., 2014). As test scores took a primary role in
the focus of school and district reform, the personal instructional vision of the
superintendent became a critical requirement of the role (Björk et al., 2014).
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Corporate models of leadership have been increasingly applied to the
superintendency more frequently over time, particularly in larger urban school districts
(Björk et al., 2014). Since the 1950s, superintendents have been encouraged to garner the
support of employees, taxpayers, and policy-makers in supporting district initiatives
(Björk et al., 2014). In 2000, 58% of superintendents reported that stakeholders in the
form of special interest groups have tried to influence decision-making in the district at
increasing rates (Glass, Björk, & Brunner, 2000). More than 83% of superintendents also
reported that board relations were one of the most formidable challenges of the role of the
superintendent (Glass et al., 2000).
Recent Developments in the Superintendency (21st Century)
Considering the magnitude of the role and myriad of responsibilities, the
superintendent position itself has been portrayed as seemingly unmanageable. According
to Houston (2001), “The job is impossible, the expectations are inappropriate, the training
is inadequate, and the pipeline is inverted” (p. 432). With the demanding nature of the
job, it is no wonder that an adequate number of superintendent candidates are reported as
difficult to find.
The shortage of qualified and willing candidates represents a critical point in both
the history and future of the role (Cooper et al., 2000). A Wallace Foundation Report
entitled Effective Superintendents, Effective Boards: Finding the Right Fit (2003) stated
that 71% of superintendents found the role of the superintendent to be “in a state of
crisis” (p. 4). A 2003 survey by the Education Commission of the States reported the
shortage of superintendents, emphasizing that the number and quality of applicants
applying for the superintendency is of great concern (Glass & Björk, 2003).
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The Superintendent in the Digital Age
The arrival of the digital age and globalization means that schools have become
more diverse, and there is increased disparity between the “haves” and the “have-nots”
(Houston, 2001). According to Lanoue and Zepeda (2018), superintendents of the 21st
century have an entirely new set of challenges: Superintendents will need to lead students
to be global thinkers, leveraging technology and social media in order to change the
systems in which they live and work. The expectation is that the superintendent of today
will lead with an educational vision for all students and that all students will succeed in
increasingly rigorous academic environments.
Roles and Responsibilities of the Superintendent
Superintendent Demographics
The number of superintendents in the United States dwindles each year in part
because of consolidation of districts across the country (Glass et al., 2000) and in part
because of the aging population in the Baby Boomer generation. The average age of
superintendents is 52 (Glass et al., 2000). Most superintendents are male, married, and
grew up in rural areas (Glass et al., 2000). As one of their main responsibilities, boards
of trustees hire and evaluate superintendents. Although often portrayed otherwise, most
boards and superintendents enjoy satisfactory relationships (Glass et al., 2000).
Typically, half of superintendents hired were once high school principals, and over 30%
were assistant or associate superintendents before taking the lead role (Glass et al., 2000).
Overall, longevity of superintendents is reported to be an average of 17 years
(Glass et al., 2000). Most superintendents spend about 14 to 17 years in the
superintendency overall, spending their careers in two to three school districts (Glass et
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al., 2000). Preparation for the superintendency is the current focus of many researchers
who have expressed concerns that only 45% of superintendents possess doctorate
degrees, with most graduating from programs that did not focus primarily on the
superintendency (Björk et al., 2005).
Female superintendents are still relatively uncommon. In both 1950 and 1992,
women made up only 6% of the nation’s superintendents, with an increase to 13.1%
female superintendents in 2000 (Glass et al., 2000). Female superintendents tend to have
more teaching experience overall than male superintendents, and they tend to lead
smaller districts (Glass et al., 2000). Both male and female superintendents say they
benefit from networking when seeking a position as superintendent, and most follow a
common career track from teacher to site administrator to district administrator before
ultimately becoming a superintendent (Björk et al., 2005; Glass et al., 2000).
Minority superintendents are reportedly most often selected by their boards as
change agents (Glass et al., 2000). Only 4% of superintendents were people of color in
1993, with most working in urban districts of more than 50,000 students (Björk et al.,
2005). However, since 1983, the number of superintendents of color has increased by
31% (Björk et al., 2005).
Required Disposition for Superintendents
Present-day superintendents have a responsibility to communicate the work of the
district to the surrounding community (Houston, 2001). In addition to educating
students, superintendents have a duty to provide public relations and communication in
the community. According to Cooper et al. (2000), the critical duties of a superintendent
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include demonstrating stable and dependable leadership with focus and consistency
sustained over time.
One of the most challenging aspects of the job is that the superintendent must
take on multiple complex roles while leading school districts. Superintendent roles
include that of (a) teacher-scholar, (b) manager, (c) political leader, (d) social scientist,
(e) communicator, and (f) multirole and superintendents combine those skills seamlessly
to be successful the job (Björk et al., 2014). Standards for the superintendency include
responding to a variety of demands relevant to the district and community and
performing many high-level duties in order to successfully navigate the job, as well as
leading others to improve the educational lives of students and safely manage their
districts (Björk et al., 2005).
Board and Community Relations
Ultimately, the superintendent’s most challenging role may be that of working
with the board of trustees (Yee & Cuban, 1996). Being a superintendent requires
collaboration with multiple members of the community and especially building good
relationships with members of the board of trustees (Sabatino, 2010) who serve as both a
supervising body of the superintendent and a decision-making body for the district.
Superintendents both report to school boards and guide these stakeholders to become
active proponents of change for students. Superintendents must also lead school boards
to foster partnerships with local businesses, government, charitable, and community
organizations (Lanoue & Zepeda, 2018).
During times of transition, school boards can take on a heightened role in order to
support the district and community in the absence of a superintendent (Adams, 2017).
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School boards can be especially critical stabilizing organizations leading districts during
times of transition and can help the superintendent and district staff reflect on the impact
of the superintendent on the district (Townsend et al., 2007). In fact, the roles usually
undertaken by the board and superintendent often reverse themselves during a transitional
period between superintendents, with boards taking on a more direct role in the day-today operations of the district and the outgoing, incoming, and/or interim superintendents
taking a more backseat role in district work (Wolfred, 2005).
Challenges of the Superintendency
The superintendency is reported as becoming increasingly challenging as time
goes by (Sharp, Malone, & Walter, 2001). One of the greatest challenges of the
superintendency today includes meeting the expectations of and balancing
communication between the board, community, and him/herself and maintaining high
ethical standards in the organization (Splitzgerber & Stirzaker, 1984). The role requires
handling societal norms and local and state accountability measures and responding to
community pressure in decision-making, financial issues, student discipline, curriculum
decisions, and more (Glass et al., 2000). Superintendents must also contend with conflict
between stakeholders, undergoing considerable public scrutiny, and managing a variety
of complex relationships, both internal and external (Antonucci, 2012).
Superintendents play a key role in every aspect of the work of the district. The
ability to communicate with a wide range of people in many diverse situations is critical.
Being a superintendent is an all-encompassing and time-consuming job that requires
superintendents to work nights and weekends, well beyond the typical educator’s work
week (Antonucci, 2012). The superintendent must simultaneously attend to a myriad of
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complex tasks in response to a variety of competing interests, all in the service of his or
her students (Sutton, 2012).
Superintendents of the Future
Additional challenges for superintendents in the 21st century include obtaining
high quality teachers, variable and restricted funding, high-stakes testing and curriculum
and instruction issues (Trevino, Braley, Brown, & Slate, 2008). Furthermore, for many
districts in the United States, substantial increases in immigration and a focus on
decreasing the achievement gap for minority populations cause superintendents to face
additional challenges in a variety of diverse settings (Trevino et al., 2008). A 21stcentury superintendent must learn to respond to the community beyond the immediate
school district in order to balance decisions and policies. Ultimately, the superintendent
of the future will find himself or herself leading in a more politically charged and everchanging landscape of students, staff, the board, and the community (Antonucci, 2012).
Instructional Impact of the Superintendent
Superintendents play a critical role in influencing student achievement (Allen,
2017; Metcalfe, 2007; Murphy, 2009; Waters & Marzano, 2007b; Wright & Harris,
2010). In the 21st century, this role of the superintendent has become even more critical.
Five statistically significant influences of the superintendent on student achievement
(Waters & Marzano, 2007b) include (a) goal-setting processes, (b) nonnegotiable
objectives for achievement and instruction, (c) board alignment with and support of
district goals, (d) monitoring progress on goals for achievement and instruction, and
(e) use of resources to support the academic and instructional goals.
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Superintendents positively contribute to student achievement by developing
opportunities for professional collaboration and focusing on rigorous and relevant
instruction in order to improve student learning (Allen, 2017). In addition,
superintendents encourage strong school leadership and the development of school
autonomy, which are both positively correlated with student achievement (Waters &
Marzano, 2007b). Superintendents who support general types of site-based management
have reportedly experienced a negligible or negative correlation with achievement
although “defined autonomy” (Waters & Marzano, 2007b) is considered an important
strategy for superintendents who get results.
Superintendent Factors Related to Student Achievement
Superintendents’ leadership skills and the implementation of specific strategies
have been correlated to have positive effects on student achievement (Allen, 2017;
Metcalfe, 2007; Murphy, 2009; Waters & Marzano, 2007a, 2008; Wright & Harris,
2010). Superintendents influence student achievement by hiring and retaining good
teachers, providing quality professional development opportunities, and removing
obstacles so that teachers are able to address the needs of their students (Sybrant, 2012).
Additionally, research suggests that the length of superintendent tenure is correlated
positively to student achievement (Metcalfe, 2007; Pascopella, 2011, Plotts, 2011).
However, some contrasting findings did not correlate length of tenure with increased
levels of achievement (Myers, 2011).
As district leaders, superintendents play a significant role in the stability of a
district’s central office. Effective superintendents develop strong central office teams to
support schools (Sanaghan, n.d.). Under the leadership of the superintendent, central
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office teams develop a systematic structure for the district and form connections with
school sites in order to develop and implement the district’s mission, vision, values, and
goals. Although not directly attributed to the superintendent, an intensive study by Midcontinent Research for Education and Learning (McREL) showed that stability in the
central office has been attributed to higher levels of student achievement (Sparks, 2017).
It has also been speculated that alignment between the board and the superintendent may
positively impact student achievement (Blasko, 2016).
Superintendent Tenure
Although various researchers have debated the average length of superintendent
tenure, the “revolving door” aspect of the superintendency has been reported as a myth
(Natkin et al., 2002). The reported average length of superintendent tenure has varied
over time; however, most studies concur that it remains an average of between 3 and 6
years (Glass et al., 2000; Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Hipp, 2002; Pascopella, 2011;
Superville, 2018), with just 55% of superintendents reported staying in a district after
3 years (Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Parker-Chenaille, 2012). According to the Council
of the Great City Schools (2010), superintendent tenure increased slightly from 2.3 years
in 1999 to 3.6 years in 2010. There is some discrepancy in the research, some of which
claims that although superintendent tenures are becoming progressively shorter, at least
in urban school districts, the average superintendent tenure tends to be upward of 7 years
(Cooper et al., 2000; Glass et al., 2000; Natkin et al., 2002).
In a 1996 report titled “When Is Tenure Long Enough,” Yee and Cuban stated
that the average superintendent tenure in one district was 5.76 years. In 2000, it was
reported that the average superintendent tenure was 7.4 years (Cooper et al., 2000).
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According to an American Association of School Administrators report, the average
superintendency in 2002 was 6 to 7 years (Natkin et al., 2002). Finally, a 2012 study of
California superintendents found that districts with fewer than 29,000 had a 43% chance
of getting a new superintendent within 3 years, and districts with more than 29,000
students had more than a 71% chance of superintendent turnover within the same 3-year
period (Sparks, 2017).
Superintendents who stay longer in their districts reportedly demonstrate higher
levels of commitment to and belief in the organization’s values and goals, increased
willingness to exert substantial effort on behalf of the organization, and higher levels of
dedication to the organization (Talbert & Beach, 2013). The positive effects of longerterm superintendents highlight the impact of sufficient time to develop long-term plans
and implement large-scale objectives (Natkin et al., 2002).
Conversely, believing that their tenure will be as short as 3 years, some
superintendents may be reluctant to take on extensive and meaningful initiatives or
program reforms (Natkin et al., 2002). Some professional publications have gone so far
as to recommend that superintendents “keep their bags packed” and prepare for short
tenures (Natkin et al., 2002). A recent NPR story stated that current 12th graders in the
United States are likely to have attended school under at least four different
superintendents (Drummond, 2014). School boards and staff members may prepare for
potential shortened superintendent tenures by refraining from engaging with new
superintendents (Kominiak, 2016). In fact, stakeholder perceptions that a
superintendent will not last can have a very negative impact on the important work of a
district (Natkin et al., 2002).
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Factors Influencing Shortened Tenure
Some factors that influence superintendent tenure include the type of districts in
which superintendents work. Those districts serving a higher proportion of low income
and minority students in the largest school districts have shorter superintendent tenures
(Superville, 2018). Larger urban school districts tend to transition between
superintendents more frequently at an average of every 3 years (Sparks, 2017).
Superintendent longevity has been reported to decrease with increased boardsuperintendent conflict (Byrd et al., 2006; Hipp, 2002). In addition, research suggests
that high-stakes testing, raising test scores, managing large groups of staff, and
eliminating the achievement gap make the job untenable and negatively impact
superintendent longevity (Natkin et al., 2002).
Factors Influencing Lengthier Tenure
As noted, superintendent tenure is influenced by the population and location of
districts in which the superintendent works. Districts serving the largest populations of
White students have superintendents with longer average tenures. Rural and suburban
school districts have an average of 7 years tenure for superintendents, over twice that of
urban school districts (Sparks, 2017). The availability or lack of availability of fiscal
resources in a district did not appear to influence superintendent tenure Byrd et al., 2006).
However, personal factors such as distance the superintendent lived from the district,
family considerations, and superintendent's age reportedly have an influence on the
length of tenure (Hipp, 2002).
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Reasons Superintendents Leave Their Positions
Superintendents leave their positions for many reasons, including the stress of the
job, unmanageable board relations, and sometimes their own mismanagement
(Burkhauser, 2015; Glass, 1992; Hipp, 2002; Natkin et al., 2002). Some research
suggests that high-stakes testing, raising test scores, managing large groups of staff, and
eliminating the achievement gap make the job untenable (Natkin et al., 2002). Yee and
Cuban (1996) completed a historical analysis of superintendent turnover and tenure in
urban school districts and concluded that the brief tenures of superintendents, particularly
in urban areas, is often due to the massive responsibilities and complex nature of the job.
This has seemingly not changed over the last 2 decades, as the work is described as
frenetic, with considerable challenges for a superintendent to achieve a reasonable worklife balance in order to effectively lead the school districts in the new millennium
(Lanoue & Zepeda, 2018).
Superintendents most often leave their role for another superintendent position,
and most reportedly leave smaller districts for larger ones (Glass et al., 2000). Some
superintendents report having accomplished their goals in their current position as the
reason they are moving on (Glass et al., 2000). Although many staff members and
superintendents reportedly believe that board conflict and turnover is the main reason for
superintendent turnover (Kamrath, 2015), according to a 2000 Study of the American
School Superintendency, only about 15% of superintendents reportedly left their positions
because of conflicts with the board, and only 10% left because of the results of board
elections (Glass et al., 2000).
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Some superintendents may leave the job involuntarily because they are either
terminated or forced to retire or resign before they are ready. The most frequent cause
for the removal of a superintendent has reportedly been conflict with the board of trustees
(Metzger, 1997). Superintendents also may retire because many enter this higher-level
position later in their careers (Eaton & Sharp, 1996). Those superintendents who retire
may accept an offer of an early retirement package, which is a possible indication of
other contributing factors (such as conflict with the board) that may influence the
departure of a superintendent (Eaton & Sharp, 1996).
Some superintendents leave the field altogether, and their reasons for doing so are
reported to include a lack of financial or community support, poor public perception, and
challenging board relations (Shields, 2002). In fact, some superintendents have reported
that “attacks on the superintendent,” including intense scrutiny of student performance, as
a primary factor leading to them leaving the profession (Glass et al., 2000). Finally,
some superintendents reportedly leave the field because of lack of training and
preparation, racial relations, personal and family issues, and retirement (Shields, 2002).
Superintendent Turnover
Management stability positively affects the overall outcomes of an organization
(Juenke, 2005; Waters & Marzano, 2007b), but superintendent turnover can create
instability for staff, students, parents, and the community (Parker-Chenaille, 2012;
Velazquez, 2017). In addition, superintendent transitions, especially frequent transitions,
can negatively affect staff morale, funding stability, communication, and strategic
planning in a district (Ray & Marshall, 2005; Velazquez, 2017).
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Most educators believe that superintendent stability is necessary as it contributes
to a healthier, more successful district (Kamrath, 2015; Mincberg, 2017; Miskel &
Cosgrove, 1985) as well as creating an organization with better communication
(Velazquez, 2017). Generalizations about leadership transitions include that
superintendent transitions have a greater impact than any other leadership transition in
education (Miskel & Cosgrove, 1985). In the limited available studies on superintendent
succession, when a planned and innovative approach for superintendent succession is
initiated, results can be positive (Renihan, 2012; Roger & Safer, 2010; Shuler, 2016).
However, the reality is that most districts proceed with little or no planning for
superintendent transitions (Bradley, 2016; Dedrick, 2009).
Effects of Superintendent Turnover on Student Achievement
Waters and Marzano (2007b) noted the positive connection between
superintendents and student achievement. The length of superintendent tenure has also
been shown to affect student achievement (Metcalfe, 2007; Pascopella, 2011). A
minimum of 2 years has been reported as having positive results, with longer tenures
producing greater results (Pascopella, 2011).
Succession Planning
Succession planning is the process of organizing the transition from one
management level leader to the next. According to Rothwell’s (2015) book, Effective
Succession Planning, the definition of succession planning for organizational leaders is
defined as follows:
A means of identifying critical management positions, starting at the levels of
project manager and supervisor and extending up to the highest position in the
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organization. Succession planning also describes management positions to
provide maximum flexibility in lateral management moves and to ensure that as
individuals achieve greater seniority, their management skills will broaden and
become more generalized in relation to total organizational objectives rather than
to purely departmental objectives. (pp. 128-129).
In the book The Emerging Work of Today’s Superintendent, Lanoue and Zepeda
(2008) emphasized the critical need for sitting superintendents to develop a leadership
succession plan:
When superintendents stop and forecast how leadership would change in their
organization over three to five years, it will become glaringly obvious that a
leader succession plan needs to be in place. Developing new leaders within the
system and seeking leaders from outside the system requires a balance that is
directly related to the needs and gaps in the system. New perspectives combined
with in-house thinking can provide a level of new thinking and the continuity
required for effective change processes. (p. 337).
Theoretical Models for Succession Planning
Succession planning has been influenced by our nation’s history over the
generations. Baby Boomers from the post-World War II generation grew up during a
period of civic pride and relative prosperity, with family and children held up as the
centerpiece of society (Strauss, 2017). On the contrary, the Generation X generation
grew up at a time when children were a last priority, and there was a prevailing
atmosphere of distrust around most public institutions, including educational
organizations. As Baby Boomers leave their roles as superintendents (Strauss, 2017),
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most students are now Millennials (born 1981-1996), but most teachers are Generation X
(born 1965-1980) or Generation Y (also called Millennials, born 1980-1994), and most
current superintendents are Baby Boomers (1946-1964) (Strauss, 2017). When the last
Baby Boomer superintendents retire in about 10 years, students will be immersed in a
fully Generation X and Millennial teaching environment, and most schools will be
serving a new generation of Post-Millennial K-12 students (born 1995 and beyond)
(Strauss, 2017).
As more and more Baby Boomers retire, there will be a need to find new
superintendent candidates. Younger leaders can be developed now, and although they
may be more comfortable with change, Baby Boomer leaders can provide mentorship as
younger superintendents enter the profession (Kosterlitz & Lewis, 2017). In addition, as
the number of retiring leaders increases, organizations of all kinds need to take into
account the need for succession planning strategies, including finding ways of developing
the skills of internal leaders such as middle managers as they move into senior leadership
roles (Froelich et al., 2011). In a short time, most superintendents will be from
Generation X, and this may mean changes in superintendent longevity. GenXers have
many qualities that may serve them well in the superintendency, like adeptness with
technology, independence, and flexibility, but a general distaste for politics and fancy
titles as well as a love for frequent change may make a long-term superintendent position
less than desirable for those from Generation X (Lovely, 2010).
Business CEO Succession
For-profit businesses have long recognized that new leaders need time to build
relationships with internal and external stakeholders in the organization (Juenke, 2005).
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In fact, it is commonly held that any employee new to an organization essentially changes
the core of the organization (Howlett, 2002). Although historically businesses have not
always participated in transition planning, succession planning for business leaders is
becoming increasingly more common over time (W. Dingman & Stone, 2007).
Corporations are encouraged to save time and create stability with effective
succession planning (Shields, 2002). Succession planning in for-profit businesses is
focused on the organization, not on the outgoing or incoming leader. Transitions are
planned to create minimal disruption and with an eye to the future (Shields, 2002). In
fact, a notable difference in the transition between leaders in the for-profit sector as
opposed to nonprofit organizations is that an outgoing CEO in a for-profit business may
remain with the organization after he or she leaves the chief leadership position as a
member of the executive board (Shields, 2002).
According to a recent Equilar study, the median tenure for CEOs at large-cap
(S&P 500) companies was approximately five years. An organization’s success or failure
depends on maintaining effective leadership (Conger & Fulmer, 2003). Approximately
57% of for-profit businesses in the United States now have some kind of succession plan
(Zhang & Rajagopalan, 2010). Many businesses recognize the potential dangers of not
planning for the transition between leaders (Zhang & Rajagopalan, 2010). For-profit
businesses plan in advance to provide consistency for their organization through both
succession planning and leadership development. Although many companies have
traditionally approached these two strategies separately, combining the approaches can
help meet the fundamental goal of putting the right people in the right place at the right
time in order to maintain organizational stability (Conger & Fulmer, 2003).
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Healthcare Leader Succession
Healthcare organizations are ever-changing in response to technological and
societal advancements. The alignment of senior leadership within healthcare
organizations is highly regarded as a critical strategy for a successful future (Hart, 2011).
Succession planning, although not historically always prevalent, is now increasingly
well-documented in healthcare (Bernhard & Duberman, 2015; Carriere & Muise, 2009;
Collins & Collins, 2007; Hart, 2011).
Effective succession planning for healthcare leaders has become more critical as
healthcare executives become increasingly scarce (Carriere & Muise, 2009). The average
hospital CEO has a reported tenure of just over 5.5 years (Khaliq, Walston, & Thompson,
2006). Important steps in healthcare succession planning are based on business
succession planning models and emphasize long-term strategy development,
communicating expectations, and identifying potential future leaders from within the
organization (Carriere & Muise, 2009; Collins & Collins, 2007; Hart, 2011). Although
healthcare organizations now regularly enact succession plans, some studies suggest that
there is still not enough attention paid to developing leaders within the organizations
(Collins & Collins, 2007; Hart, 2011).
An in-depth analysis by Hart (2011) showed that healthcare succession planning
requires organizations to determine individual skills and competencies, develop ongoing
communication regarding strengths and weaknesses of the organization, and support
leaders to develop themselves and others with an eye to the future of the organization
(Hart, 2011). Communication planning and a strong feedback loop for potential leaders
have been identified as two critical components of a healthcare succession plan (Hart,
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2011). Fortunately, healthcare leaders are beginning to focus on the future, particularly
by creating increasingly thorough succession plans, attending to the internal leadership
pipeline, and looking to values-based systems for seeking both internal and external
talent that matches the mission, vision, values, and goals of the organization (Bernhard &
Duberman, 2015).
Leadership Succession in Faith-Based Organizations
Faith leaders do not always have the resources to develop strategic succession
plans, but when they do, boards members are key players in the process. Well-prepared
faith-based organizations have increasingly focused on the transition between leaders
through improved policies and preparation and have exceedingly recognized the
importance of both planning and regularly reviewing succession plans, especially in this
age of increasing retirements for the Baby Boomer generation of religious leaders
(Chapman, 2017; Hollinger, 2013). Rainier (2016) stated that tenure for church leaders is
increasing and has been 6.0 years since 2012. As is true for succession planning in other
types of organizations, faith-based organizations include an emphasis on internal
leadership development as a critical element of transition planning (Byers, 2016;
Hollinger, 2013).
Faith-based organizations rely heavily on community support and board input and
are often subject to tremendous public scrutiny (Hollinger, 2013). As such, purposeful
succession planning provides an opportunity to reshape and infuse energy into the future
of religious organizations (B. Dingman, Gyertson, & Kidd, 2014). Succession planning
provides a congregation with the chance to assess the overall strength of the organization
and to focus on the match between the potential leader with the current and future needs
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of the organization. It also allows for congregations to examine the relationship of the
board to the new leader because board relationships are recognized as a critical factor of
success in a faith-based organization (B. Dingman et al., 2014).
One unique aspect of succession for faith-based organizations is that they
frequently depend on an internal staff member to serve as an interim leader in the event
of a transition between leaders and that this interim leader is only rarely chosen to be the
permanent new leader of the organization (Chapman, 2017). Identifying interim leaders
is an important part of a well-planned transition plan in faith-based organizations
(Chapman, 2017). As do other nonprofit organizations and for-profit businesses, faithbased organizations initiate succession planning processes in order to seek new leaders
with the right experience, character, and sufficient competencies to lead their
organizations into the future (Chapman, 2017).
Nonprofit Organization Transitions
Nonprofit organizations vary greatly in size, organizational structure, and
purpose. Nonprofit leaders range from former college presidents running large-scale
charitable organizations to family members leading small foundations (Shields, 2002).
Board relations play a critical role in nonprofit organizations (Shields, 2002), and this can
have an effect on the succession plans for nonprofit leaders. Nonprofit leaders and
boards work hand in hand and often share a strong vision.
Nonprofits are often uniquely oriented toward purposeful succession planning
because nonprofit leaders may be founders who have been involved since the original
formation of the organization. In fact, nonprofit leaders have surprisingly long tenures.
According to the Nonprofit Times: “Nonprofit Organizations Salary and Benefits Report”
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(Bluewater Nonprofit Solutions, 2014), the average tenure of a nonprofit executive
director is 12 years. In nonprofit organizations, long-term relationships with board
members, donors, and volunteers are at risk of being lost with an unsuccessful transition
in leadership. Clearly defined plans for leadership succession result in smoother
transitions for the organization, ensuring ongoing success of the nonprofit agency.
Theoretical Framework
The Annie E. Casey Foundation (Adams, 2006) was established to study
nonprofit organizations’ transitions. The foundation has provided a theoretical model for
succession planning that may be applied to the school district superintendency (Figure 1).
The foundation provides guidelines for three types of succession plans: strategic leader
development, emergency, and departure-led succession planning. The report
recommends steps that can be taken by an organization well before a leader announces
his or her departure, including a close look at organizational sustainability and finding
ways to support knowledge and skill development within the organization so that there
can be a smooth transition between leaders (Adams, 2006).
Adams (2006) highlighted three stages for an executive leadership transition:
(a) Prepare, (b) Pivot, and (c) Thrive, which roughly equate to a timeline of before,
during, and after leadership transitions. Although not officially a stage in the model,
there is period of time known as “predeparture,” which occurs before a superintendent
leaves. It is a time in which ongoing strategic planning is conducted or emergency
succession planning may occur. The goal of this model is to maintain a positive ongoing
relationship between current and future leaders in meeting the needs of the organization.
Succession planning for nonprofit leaders following this model include a stage when
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boards and staff “Prepare” in advance for transitions, a “Pivot” point when the former
superintendent announces plans for departure and the hiring process is conducted, and
finally, a “Thrive” period when the new superintendent is hired and brought on board
in the organization (Adams, 2006).

Figure 1. Executive succession & transition management. From Staying Engaged, Stepping Up
[Monograph], by T. Adams, p. 9, 2006 (http://www.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc
/AECF-SteppingUpStayingEngaged-2006-Full.pdf).

Prepare Stage
In the model, the “Prepare” stage occurs as a leader plans his or her departure. It
begins with the leader’s announcement that she or he will be leaving the organization.
This stage includes opportunities for self-assessment and a quarterly review of the
organization’s preparation for future leadership succession. The organization is
encouraged to work, either with a consultant or without, to plan and prepare for a smooth
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transition between leaders. The identification of interim leaders, a “drill” of what would
happen during the interim between leaders and building capacity of others are all ways
that an organization is encouraged to prepare during this stage.
Pivot Stage
The Pivot stage occurs following the leader’s announcement of departure. The
stage may include extensive outreach in order to build a high-quality candidate pool.
Following the recruitment period, the stage includes interviewing and hiring a new
executive leader. The focus is not only on finding a new leader, however; it also includes
the strengthening the organization itself in preparation for new leadership.
Thrive Stage
The final “Thrive” stage occurs when the new leader has been hired and begins in
his or her new position. The new executive is welcomed and trained and begins to shape
his or her work in the organization. Roles and responsibilities are clarified and
expectations are set for the organization’s future. The organization returns to the
“Prepare” stage following this work, and the leader continues to lead the organization in
defining the vision, mission, and goals for his or her term of leadership.
Superintendent Transition Planning
Board Role in Superintendent Transition
Among the primary roles of a school board are to hire and to evaluate the
superintendent (National School Boards Association, 2018). Boards are also responsible
for setting policy and vision for the work of the district (National School Boards
Association, 2018). The following illustration shows how the role of the board and the
executive are exchanged during periods of leadership transition (Wolfred, 2005) as the
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board temporarily steps up to fulfill the role of executive director (Figure 2) and the
interim director takes on a supporting role. Tom Adams (2017), Director at Raffa, P.C.,
said, “Transitions provide a rare opportunity for organizational self-analysis and
growth—a time when the organization can reposition itself for the future needs of its
community. These are also times of great vulnerability” (p. 4).

Figure 2. Model of board leadership during executive transition. From Managing Executive
Transitions: A Guide for Nonprofits, by T. Wolfred, 2009, San Francisco, CA: Compass Point
Nonprofit Services.

Succession planning for any organization includes the recognition that the
transition between leaders is both a challenge and an opportunity for transformation of
the organization (Wolfred & Masaoka, 2009). Adams (2017) also provided a framework
of actions for organizations to complete as they transition from one executive director to
the next. The framework includes preparation, hiring, and onboarding new leaders
(Figure 3). According to Wolfred and Masaoka (2009), “Succession should be a topic
broached even when no one is anticipating a change in leaders” (para. 2). Successful
organizations of all kinds understand that succession is an ongoing practice that requires
constant attention (Conger & Fulmer, 2003). Ongoing leadership development can take a
prominent role in succession planning (Shirley, 2008).
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Figure 3. Framework for succession planning. From “The Evolution of Executive Transition and
Allied Practices: A Call for Service Integration,” by T. Adams, 2017
(https://www.compasspoint.org/sites/default/files/documents/Executive_Transition.pdf).

Three types of transitions have been identified as part of a well-developed
succession plan: (a) strategic leadership development (focused internally), (b) departure
planning (external hiring and transition), and (c) emergency or interim succession
planning (Fogarty & Bonner, n.d.). Any type of organization could apply this framework
to leadership succession planning.
Superintendent Recruitment and Hiring
Boards seeking new superintendents are encouraged to begin the recruitment and
hiring process as early as possible in the transition and are urged to use an assertive
search process that includes publishing the opening in multiple sources, as well as
providing a competitive salary to entice new leaders (Waite, 2013). Most school boards
across districts in the United States use fairly similar approaches in seeking a new
superintendent, including identifying characteristics sought in a new superintendent,
seeking various levels of community input about the potential new leader, and either
conducting the search themselves or hiring a search firm to conduct the search for a new
superintendent (Mills, 2004; Rasmussen, 2013).
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Superintendent searches are becoming more complex as potential candidates
become scarcer (Mills, 2004). A well-defined and well-conducted search can support a
positive view of the district and the school board (Rasmussen, 2013). Search firms can
support an effective process of hiring a superintendent by identifying relevant attributes
of potential candidates, conducting structured interviews, screening applicants, and
checking references (Mills, 2004).
The Search for a New Superintendent
School boards consider work experience, certifications, references, and education
(Rasmussen, 2013) when selecting a superintendent. Different school boards employ
various strategies to collect input on new superintendent characteristics, and some boards
may emphasize some criteria more than others (Mattocks, 1987). Leadership is an
obvious area of focus, and school boards analyze the superintendent candidates’
leadership compared to the current and future needs of the district and community,
including a focus on instructional programs, financial issues, test scores, and community
relations (Rasmussen, 2013).
Internal Versus External Candidates
The decision whether or not to consider internal and/or external candidates may
complicate the superintendent search process. One important decision a board needs to
make is whether or not to consider an internal candidate. Research has demonstrated that
external candidates who become superintendent have been found to produce more change
in a district than internal candidates although internal candidates are sought to create
stability in the district (Carlson, 1961; Miskel & Cosgrove, 1985). Internal candidates
tend to favor the status quo, carrying on the work of the former superintendent (Carlson,
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1961). On top of that, internal candidates are often “place-bound” and tend to remain in
the same district, but external candidates tend to seek the superintendent role as a career
promotion tool instead of demonstrating a direct connection in the district in which they
were hired (Carlson, 1961).
Research on leadership succession in many types of organizations suggests that
developing leaders from within is a very important part of the succession planning
process (Byers, 2016; Carriere & Muise, 2009; Collins & Collins, 2007; Conger &
Fulmer, 2003; Hart, 2011; Hollinger, 2013). In a 2014 study, LeClair found that
grooming new leaders from within the organization is an important part of succession
planning for superintendents. If the field of education borrows from the expertise and
experiences of other fields in succession planning for new leadership, the development
and consideration of internal candidates may become an increasingly critical part of
succession planning for the superintendency (Byers, 2016; Carriere & Muise, 2009;
Collins & Collins, 2007; Conger & Fulmer, 2003; Hart, 2011; Hollinger, 2013).
Search Firms Versus Board-Directed Searches
Districts have a number of choices when undertaking the process of recruiting and
hiring a new superintendent, including whether to hold their own search or to hire a
search firm or consultant to lead the process. In one large-scale study, VerDuin (2011)
found that three out of five districts sought the aid of a search firm in their superintendent
search process. Studies have also found that the presence or absence of a search firm did
not affect the leadership behaviors which were developed during the hiring process
(Patrick, 2006; VerDuin, 2011).
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Search firms or consultants can provide professional analysis of the needs of a
district and may offer a district multiple resources and a myriad of helpful information to
guide the process (Hupfer, 1975; VerDuin, 2011; Waite, 2013). Some districts prefer to
use a search firm for a variety of reasons in the search for a new superintendent.
However, some boards prefer not to hire a search firm in favor of conducting the
superintendent search themselves (Patrick, 2006).
Hiring Processes
The process whereby a new superintendent is hired is determined by individual
school boards. Although there is not much research discussing specifics of how boards
hire superintendents, school districts of all shapes and sizes seem to implement basically
the same steps in the process of conducting a superintendent search (Mills, 2004; Orr,
2009). Those steps include: identifying criteria sought in a new superintendent, screening
applicants, interviewing candidates, and checking references.
Onboarding of a New Superintendent
An oft-overlooked step following the hiring process is critical, and common
pitfalls in this part of the process include a potential mismatch between the leader and the
district, lack of understanding of the newly hired superintendent, overreliance on the
interview process, expectation of immediate action from a newly hired superintendent,
and lack of adequate training and support (Mincberg, 2017). In particular, working with
a school board and connecting with the community require a unique type of expertise.
Training and supporting new superintendents in working with and responding to school
board and community members would be a helpful addition to the onboarding process of
a new superintendent (Waite, 2013).
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Research Gap
A search for peer-reviewed articles related to superintendent succession planning
indicates that the number of results dwindles when referring specifically to succession
planning as opposed to a more general search of superintendent tenure and longevity. A
Leatherby Library search produced only six results of peer-reviewed text of
superintendent transition planning related to the superintendent. Research on
superintendent transition planning appears to be so unavailable that superintendent
succession planning must be a very rare activity in the field of education. However, by
including studies from areas outside of education, it is possible to provide a more
comprehensive look at how many types of organizations handle shifts in leadership
through succession planning.
Impetus for the Study
In conclusion, superintendent tenures are brief enough to cause most districts to
be in frequent transition (Grissom & Andersen, 2012; Hipp, 2002; Pascopella, 2011).
Yet, school boards infrequently plan for the succession of the superintendent (Bradley,
2016). Best practices for succession planning from fields outside of education
demonstrate that succession involves the ongoing development of leadership skills
(internal), seeking potential new leadership (external), identification of coaching of
potential leaders from within the organization, the implementation of system-wide
practices that allow for a smooth transition of leadership within the organization (Adams,
2006, 2017; Shirley, 2008), continual efforts to maintain strategic planning (Larcker et
al., 2014), and the use of input to determine the criteria for a new leader regardless of
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whether he or she is recruited from within or outside of the organization (Carlson, 1961;
Peters, 2010).
Synthesis Matrix
A synthesis matrix, which summarizes in table format the literature for this study,
is included in Appendix B. The synthesis matrix provides a way for the literature sources
to be integrated together to facilitate the synthesis of information for this study. The
major authors and themes from the literature can be found in the synthesis matrix along
with the support for the theoretical framework and the variables of the study.
Summary
To summarize, superintendent leadership supports positive outcomes for school
districts by creating stability and continuity in the organization (Juenke, 2005; Kamrath,
2015; Mincberg, 2017; Velazquez, 2017; Waters & Marzano, 2007b) and increasing
student achievement (Allen, 2017; Metcalfe, 2007; Murphy, 2009; Waters & Marzano,
2007b, 2008; Wright & Harris, 2010). Although succession planning is not common in
the literature concerning the field of education, other types of organizations, both
nonprofit and for profit, have researched and implemented leadership succession
planning. The purpose of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to
identify and describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California
public school districts of 1,000 to 10,000 student enrollment that have experienced a
transition in superintendents within the previous 3 years, using Adams’s (2006) executive
succession and transition management stages of Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive. A thorough
literature review from within and beyond the field of education supported this study by

54

providing information about leadership transitions in many types of organizations, as well
as succession planning for the superintendency.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Chapter III describes the methods and procedures that were utilized for
conducting this study. What follows in this chapter is the purpose of the study, research
questions, research design, description of the population, target population, and sample
used for the study. In addition, the researcher provides a description of the subsequent
development and descriptions of the instrument, specifications regarding field-testing,
description of procedures for data collection, reliability and validity, analysis of the data
and the limitations of the study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to identify
and describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California public
school districts that have experienced a transition in superintendents within the previous 3
years, using Adams’s (2006) executive succession and transition management stages of
Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive.
Research Questions
1. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Prepare” stage of the executive transition?
2. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Pivot” stage of the executive transition?
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3. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Thrive” stage of the executive transition?
Research Design
Qualitative research includes both descriptive and explanatory research designs,
lending itself to examining phenomena in terms of what happens and why or how they
happen (de Vaus, 2001). Case studies are defined as one type of qualitative research
design that provides researchers with the ability to study a bounded phenomenon.
According to Yin (2003), the definition of case study is “an empirical inquiry that
investigates the case or cases conforming to the abovementioned definition by addressing
the ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions concerning the phenomenon of interest” (p. 13). Case study
is a distinctively complex and challenging methodology that provides an opportunity for
program evaluation and the development of interventions (Yin, 2003). Case study can
allow a reader to understand the deconstruction and the reconstruction of phenomena
(Baxter & Jack, 2008). Case studies recognize the subjective nature of human subjects
while retaining the notion of objective research (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Yin (2003), who
is an expert on case study design, said, “Using case studies for research purposes remains
one of the most challenging of all social science endeavors” (p. 1).
Case studies have not classically been the subject of respect among the research
community (Yin. 2003). Yet, as a methodology, case study continues to be frequently
and strategically used in the scientific community because it provides information and
description that extends beyond what can be provided by other types of studies. Notably,
case studies have been used more frequently in studies related to education (Tellis, 1997)
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because they allow researchers to examine unique situations requiring in-depth study and
description. Case studies are particularly supportive of instruction, especially as
researchers who are interested in improving their practice engage in deep and meaningful
inquiry (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). A detailed case study is holistic and can provide a
rich illustration of a “bounded” phenomenon (Yazan, 2015), and a well-defined, wellresearched study can have distinctive contributions to the literature. In “Three
Approaches to Case Study Methods in Education,” Yazan (2015) encouraged educational
researchers to study and incorporate various case study approaches to develop a solid
case study research design for their study.
This study was a qualitative and illustrative multiple case study. Descriptive
studies explain information about a specific phenomenon (Yazan, 2015), but illustrative
(particularistic) case studies are defined as descriptive studies that describe the stages of
an event in order to define an overall situation (Yazan, 2015). Illustrative case studies
bring familiarity to lesser known occurrences and may help readers develop common
knowledge and common language about a formerly undefined phenomenon (Colorado
State University, n.d.). The intent of this illustrative case study was to illustrate an
experience which had a major impact on the participant (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010;
Patton, 2002). Describing the succession planning strategies of public school districts
whose superintendents, cabinet, and board members who have engaged in purposeful
succession planning is considered illustrative because describing the stages of succession
will support defining the overall process and impact of succession planning.
Multiple or collective case studies allow for the examination of similarities and
differences between events or activities that surround a single phenomenon. Zaborek
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(2009) described the application of multiple study research design made more reliable by
incorporating a detailed and iterative case study protocol including sources of
information obtained, the instrument and procedures used to gather the data, and
additional elements such as the interview questions asked (see Appendix C), probes used,
and an explanation of the methods of data analysis. As part of the multiple case study
research application, Zaborek (2009) used triangulation of sources, methods, and data
analysis across the cases in order to illustrate the subject from multiple perspectives. In
addition, data triangulation can support high levels of construct validity and lower the
chances of subjective evaluation affecting the research results. In this multiple case
study, data triangulation was used to improve the reliability of the study, as the researcher
obtained information from multiple sources based on the central phenomenon of
superintendent succession planning.
Yazan (2015) provided a review of three scholars who encouraged case study
researchers to utilize multiple sources to ensure thorough data collection. One of these,
Yin (2015), suggested that researchers consider six potential sources for information
gathering during a case study: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct
observations, participant observation, and physical artifacts. Merriam and Tisdell (2015)
advised researchers completing case studies to use effective interview techniques, which
include asking good questions, using probes to garner additional information, and careful
interaction between the researcher and respondent. Merriam and Tisdell (2015) also
recommended mining artifacts for detailed information and recording interview data in
order to obtain the most accurate information. For this multiple case study, the researcher
conducted interviews and reviewed artifacts.
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Population
The definition of population is a group that “conforms to specific criteria” in
which research results can be generalized (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129).
According to the California Department of Education ([CDE], n.d.), in 2017-2018 there
were 1,022 school districts in California, serving 6,220,413 students. The population for
this study consisted of the 1,022 school districts in operation in California at the time of
the study. Each school district varies in size, with the smallest district (Panoche
Elementary District) consisting of just three students and the largest (Los Angeles
Unified School District) serving 621,414 students. Public school districts, aside from
charter school districts, are led by superintendents except in the case of some singleschool districts, which are often led by principal-superintendents. Because charter school
district administrative teams sometimes have administrative structures alternative to a
superintendent, charter districts were not included as part of the population of this study.
In addition to a superintendent and school board, many school districts also have
administrators who participate in superintendents’ cabinets. Cabinets provide leadership
for school districts (Bottoms & Schmidt-Davis, 2010) and consist of senior managers
who support the work of the district. Cabinet members can be anyone in the role of
assistant superintendent, chief business (or financial) officer, or director and can come
from various departments. Superintendents lead cabinets, but the central office staff
works to support schools in the district.
Target Population
Creswell (2014) defined the target population as the “actual list of sampling units
from which the sample is selected” (p. 393). The target population for this study consists
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of public noncharter K-12 school districts in California, between 1,000 and 10,000
student enrollment, that are known to have experienced a transition between
superintendents within the last 3 years. As reflected in the literature review, not many
school districts are known to have developed formal succession plans, and more districts
develop informal rather than formal plans. The reason for choosing smaller school
districts was access because the researcher is a member of the California Small School
Districts Association and has direct access to these districts. The reason for not using
district below 1,000 student population was that in many such districts, superintendent is
not a full time or is a shared position. Charter programs and county offices of education
have different structures and were eliminated for this study. Two hundred thirteen of the
public noncharter K-12 school districts of between 1,000 and 10,000 student enrollment
were known to have experienced a transition between superintendents within the last
3 years, and these served as the target population for this qualitative and illustrative
multiple case study (see Appendix D).
Sample
A sample for a qualitative study is naturally small as opposed to probabilistic
sampling in a quantitative study. Patton (2015) explained that “selecting information-rich
cases for in-depth study” (p. 264) in qualitative research is purposeful. Tellis (1997)
reminded researchers that each case study is a complete study and that sampling is
completed within the boundaries of those involved in the case being studied. A multiple
case study involves replication, and thus, the same sampling technique was used for each
of the cases being examined. Each of the participants from the selected K-12 California
public school districts between 1,000 and 10,000 student enrollment was chosen through
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purposive and convenient sampling. A total of six districts were selected to serve as the
sample for this study. Participants were provided with a Participant Request Letter (see
Appendix E). They were asked to sign an Informed Consent (see Appendix F) and Audio
Release (see Appendix G). They were also given a copy of the Participant’s Bill of
Rights (see Appendix H).
Qualitative analyses typically require a smaller sample size than quantitative
analyses. Qualitative sample sizes should be large enough to obtain feedback for most or
all perceptions. For phenomenological studies, Creswell (1998) recommended five to 25,
and Morse (1994) suggested at least six. There are no specific rules when determining an
appropriate sample size in qualitative research. Qualitative sample size may best be
determined by the time allotted, resources available, and study objectives (Patton, 1990).
For this study, six districts were selected that met the study criteria. The sample for the
study was the superintendent, one cabinet member, and one board member from each of
six selected districts for a total of 18 participants.
Each of the participants from the selected K-12 California public school districts
was chosen through purposive sampling. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explained
that purposeful sampling provides researchers a selection of “particular elements from the
population that will be representative or informative about the topic of interest” (p. 138).
The strategy employed to identify the participants was criterion sampling based on the
research problem, purpose, and questions. The criterion sampling method allowed the
researcher to select participants based on specific criteria (Patton, 2015). For this study,
three participants were chosen from each of six qualified districts. The superintendent,
one cabinet member, and one board member who had been involved in the transition
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process were chosen from each district for a total of 18 participants. The researcher
received certification from the National Institute of Health (Appendix I) and ensured that
participants’ confidentiality and welfare was maintained during the course of the study.
Sample Selection Process
After identifying school districts for inclusion in the study, interview participants
were selected to include a superintendent, cabinet team member, and member of the
board of trustees from each district because these positions are the most likely to be
involved in succession planning in any school district (Figure 4). In order to complete
the study, the districts chosen consist of at least one of each of the following positions:
superintendent, cabinet team member, and member of the board of trustees. At least one
person from each of the three positions needed to be accessible for interviews, either as
that person was still engaged in the district in some capacity or had left the district and
was willing to be interviewed about his or her involvement during the period in which the
succession took place.
Within each district, the researcher limited study participants to three participants
from each district. Participants were selected randomly following the data request
showing the list of California K-12 public school districts of between 1,000 and 10,000
students that had experienced a new superintendent within the last 3 years. The
researcher contacted each district by phone and sent a follow-up e-mail. The study was
explained to each potential district superintendent, and then the researcher sent a followup e-mail in order to describe the study and the process of the upcoming interviews.
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Number of K-12 Public
School Districts in
California of between
1,000 and 10,000

Six School Districts of 1,00010,000 ADA which have
experienced a transition in
the superintendency within
the last three years

Positions of persons
selected to be interviewed
after planning for and
participating in the
succession of a
superintendent

Superintendent

462 districts

District #1
District #2
District #3
District #4
District #5
District #6

Cabinet Member

Member of Board of
Trustees

Figure 4. Population, target population, and sample.

Instrumentation
The process used to develop the instrument used to collect data from research
participants was an interview protocol developed by the researcher based on what was
learned during the literature review. In particular, the interviews reflect the three stages
from theoretical model of succession described by Adams (2006): (a) Prepare, (b) Pivot,
and (c) Thrive. The researcher used four main approaches to collect qualitative data:
(a) informal interviews, (b) a general interview guide, (c) a standardized open-ended
interview (Patton, 2002), and (d) artifact collection. This study used informal interviews
consisting of a list of semistructured questions serving as a guide to ensure that each
interview focused on all three stages of succession. Open-ended questions allowed the
interviewer to ask follow-up questions in order to ensure that interviewees responded
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completely to each stage of succession. A copy of the complete interview protocol can
be found in Appendix C.
Three interview questions were developed for each stage of transition from the
executive succession and transition management framework, which describes executive
leadership transitions for all but the emergency succession planning that occurs when a
leader leaves the organization suddenly. This study was naturalistic in design because
there was no control provided within the sample of superintendents, cabinet, and board
members who were interviewed. This type of methodology provided for interviewee
responses to be flexible in order to permit open-ended exploration of the phenomena that
were offered (Patton, 2002).
In-person interviews were conducted with the new district superintendent, a
cabinet member, and a board member who participated in the transition process. Patton
(2002) indicated the nature of qualitative research is pragmatic and helps to uncover
practical information to understand a current situation and can impact change. Interview
questions for this study were designed to delve deeply into the strategies that contributed
to a successful succession between superintendents in each of three stages before, during,
and after the transition period.
Validity and Reliability
To ensure the reliability of this qualitative inquiry, procedures were used to
minimize the bias of the investigator and to increase coder reliability. An expert panel
reviewed the interview questions and made suggestions for decreasing potential bias.
Systematic data collection procedures included cross-validation of the data during
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interviews. Following the interview, participants were offered a copy of the full
transcription of the interview in which they participated in order to check for accuracy.
Reliability
As the researcher is also a superintendent and works closely in districts similar to
the sample population, follow-up guiding questions were designed in advance and
scripted in advance to avoid leading questions and potential bias. Interview questions
were not always asked in the same order, but all questions were asked of each
interviewee. In addition, the scheduling of interviews was purposefully determined to
provide participants with a comfortable setting and timing in order to maximize the
opportunity for a focused and comfortable interview process. External reliability in
qualitative research can be obtained when an independent researcher can replicate the
study and generate similar results. According to Merriam (1995), “Since qualitative
researchers rarely select a random sample (which would then allow them to generalize to
the population from which the sample was selected), it is thus concluded that one cannot
generalize in qualitative research” (p. 57). This qualitative process can be replicated
easily with different participants.
Intercoder Reliability
Another expert researcher familiar with the coding process coded some of the
data independently of the researcher. The results from the independent coder was
compared to the researcher’s results. If discrepancies were found, the group
collaboratively determined the final codes to assure researcher bias did not affect the
final results. The additional coder provided verification of reliability and also helped to
reduce researcher bias by offering additional confirmation of the codes discovered in the
data for this study.
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Field Test
A field test of the data collection process was conducted in a district that was not
part of the final study. Interviews were held with an outside observer present in order to
give feedback to the researcher and increase the reliability of the interview and ensure
that the interviewer avoided bias. Feedback was received from both the observer and
from the field-test participants regarding the clarity of the questions, delivery of the
interview, and any researcher behaviors that seemed leading or biased. The field test
revealed that most of the interview questions were appropriate; however, the researcher
adjusted the interview to ensure that the questions were aligned to the research questions.
The researcher found that some of the questions needed to be slightly reworded to help
interviewees focus on the transition process instead of a wider focus on issues in the
organization. The executive succession and transition management model was also
confusing to the superintendent in the field-test interview, so a table was added below the
model in order to describe further what activities people in each role might be performing
during each of the three stages. An additional question was also added to the end of the
interview in order to elicit information about any existing succession plans in the district.
After conducting the field test, data collection was done using a process for coding
responses that included interrater reliability.
Validity
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) argued that validity in qualitative research
“refers to the degree of congruence between the explanations of the phenomena and the
realities of the world” (p. 330). Shenton (2010) expanded upon this definition of validity
in qualitative research by stressing the importance of the credibility and trustworthiness
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of the study. Qualitative researchers utilize a variety of strategies to enhance validity
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010) such as triangulation of data, expert panels, and field
tests or pilot interviews.
Patton (2015) reminded researchers that validity is measured in degrees. The
quality of the instrument is indicative of the validity of the study. This study used
semistructured interview questions aligned to the stages of succession from the
theoretical framework in order to increase the degree of validity of the research. The
theoretical framework was Adams’s (2006) executive succession and transition
management model. The three stages of this model (Prepare, Pivot, Thrive) were used as
the basis for the research and interview questions. An expert panel with experience in the
superintendent transition process and familiar with the theoretical framework used
reviewed the interview questions. In addition, one of these experts served as the observer
during the field test to increase the reliability and validity of the study.
Triangulation of data. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) contended that
triangulation of data across inquiry techniques such as artifact collection and qualitative
interviews yield different insights that can then strengthen the credibility of findings.
Artifacts that reflected the transition process were collected and then compared to the
interview results as a triangulation method.
Expert panel. Validation of the interview questions was completed prior to the
data collection using an expert panel. The experts reviewed the interview protocol and
the questions while validating the usefulness for the study. The experts consisted of two
individuals familiar and experienced in the superintendent transition process. The experts
also had extensive knowledge of qualitative research methods.
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Member checking. Verification by the participants is considered member
checking (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). McMillan and Schumacher (2010) further
concluded that member checking is done in interviews as “topics are rephrased and
probed to obtain more complete and subtle meanings” (p. 331). During interviews,
clarification questions were asked to ensure accuracy. Having participants act as
“members” of the research team can assess the truthfulness of responses so that
adjustments can be made to validate the results (Patten, 2013). Participants were asked to
review and correct any inaccuracies in transcripts so that the data accurately represented
the interview.
Field test/pilot interview. In qualitative methods, the researcher is an instrument
of study, thus opening the study up to bias. Bias in the procedures, the researcher, and
the interview questions can be checked through a pilot interview (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). An expert researcher provided feedback during a pilot interview of a
previous district that met the sampling criteria. Validity of the interview process was
garnered through this pilot interview. The expert was an experienced qualitative
researcher with extensive knowledge of public K-12 education and the transition process.
Data Collection
Prior to any data being collected for this study, permission to conduct the study
was obtained from the Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB). Data
were collected using the following procedures and processes:
1. Interviews. The researcher contacted each participant to arrange a space and time that
was comfortable for each one. Interviews were conducted with each individual in the
district office. The researcher recorded the interviews for transcription following the
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interview. Using the interview instrument described in the Instrumentation section,
interviews were conducted. The results of the interviews were collected and
transcribed by the researcher.
2. Artifact review. Beyond the interview process, the researcher asked each participant to
provide any available artifacts that would support the phases of transition between
superintendents in the district. Artifacts included websites, e-mail messages, forms,
policies, and procedures that were written or recorded during the entire transitional
period. Artifacts were reviewed and analyzed for further evidence of succession
planning strategies as a means of triangulating the data. Documents reviewed
included district strategic planning documents, websites, board meeting minutes, and
whatever existed of formal succession plans, regardless of their condition or
completeness. Physical artifacts included pictures, videotapes of meetings, posters
developed during planning sessions, or other graphic representations.
Qualitative researchers doing case studies need to recognize the uniqueness of
each study and recognize the influences of individual cultures, values, and beliefs
(Patton, 2002). This researcher was committed to describing these recollections and
artifacts without being influenced by her own bias, and thus, a description of the
observable actions was described without the researcher’s judgement or evaluation.
All data collected for the study were stored in locked file cabinets or passwordprotected files to which the researcher had sole access. All data were maintained for 3
years following the completion of the study and then destroyed.
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Data Analysis
The goal of this study was to organize data in order to illustrate patterns of
strategies implemented by districts in the succession planning and implementation for the
transition between superintendents. Themes discovered during interviews and artifact
allowed the researcher to identify common strategies used by superintendents, cabinet,
and board members during the transition between superintendents.
Interview Analysis
Coding is used by researchers in order to identify, isolate, and classify qualitative
data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The researcher transcribed her own interview data and
coded them using Dedoose, which provided several tools and charts to analyze the data
(see Appendix J). Fifteen themes emerged in order to provide insight and information
from the data. The transcriptions of interviews were provided to each interviewee in
order to allow for participants to confirm the accuracy of the transcription. Themes were
identified and analyzed to provide an analysis beyond summarization of the data.
Recurring ideas in the data revealed common themes among the strategies utilized by the
interview participants.
Interrater Reliability
Interrater reliability (2013) is defined as “the consistency with which different
examiners produce similar ratings in judging the same abilities or characteristics in the
same target person or object” (para. 2). Colleagues familiar with the coding process
coded the data collected by the researcher. The coding from the raters was compared to
the researcher’s results. If there was a discrepancy, data were reviewed collectively to
assure the removal of researcher bias.
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Artifact Analysis
Artifacts collected were evaluated, and relevant ideas were placed into the
interview themes that they fit within. Themes in the artifacts included strategies, phrases,
and comments that were made regarding the three stages of superintendent transitions.
Any strategies or information from artifacts that did not fit within one of the existing
themes was named and given its own theme name.
Interview data and artifacts were used to triangulate the themes in the data. The
consistency or inconsistency of these data with interview findings helped establish the
strength of the overall analysis. The results of this qualitative data analysis guided the
researcher in fulfilling the purpose of the study and answering the research questions.
Specifically, the results of the study indicated the knowledge, perceptions, and
experiences of the participants regarding strategies implemented during the three stages
of superintendent succession.
Limitations
Limitations are conditions that the researcher cannot control (Roberts, 2010). The
researcher recognizes that the presence of an interview may color the responses of the
interviewees. Other limitations included that the sample for the study included only six
districts, and participants were limited to superintendents, cabinet, and board members
from each district studied. Finally, the districts were in only one state: California.
Ethical Considerations
School districts exist in highly political environments. The superintendents,
cabinet, and board members who were interviewed needed to be provided with
confidentiality in their roles. As such, the researcher provided full disclosure of the
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nature, purpose, and methods of the study. The BUIRB approval process included
notification of voluntary participation through the signing of the Informed Consent Form,
including a full explanation of the research, and the review of the Participants Bill of
Rights. The participants were advised of their ability to terminate their voluntary
participation in the research at any time.
This study was designed to ensure that there was no potential harm or risk to
participants. This included a guarantee of confidentiality from any information being
released that would cause potential harm to the participants’ work or personal lives. The
researcher remained committed to confidentiality and anonymity and a high level of
ethical intent (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to identify
and describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California public
school districts of 1,000 to 10,000 student enrollment that have experienced a transition
in superintendents within the previous 3 years, using Adams’s (2006) executive
succession and transition management stages of Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive. This chapter
included a complete description of the methods and procedures implemented for this
study, highlighting the purpose of the study, research questions, research design,
description of the population, target population, and sample used for the study. In
addition, the researcher provided a complete description of the methodology, which
includes the instrumentation, validity and reliability, data collection, data analysis, and
study limitations.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Chapter IV outlines the research, data collection, and findings for this study. This
chapter includes a review of the purpose statement and research questions followed by a
description of the population, sample, and demographics used for this research. The
primary focus of this chapter is to present data findings and more specifically, the
qualitative data collected to describe succession planning strategies implemented by
superintendents, cabinet members, and board members as they navigated a recent
transition between superintendents. An analysis of the data provides information about
common themes found in the data regarding the experiences of 18 people from six K-12
public school districts in California as they engaged in the transition between
superintendents over the last three school years.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to identify
and describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California public
school districts of 1,000 to 10,000 student enrollment that have experienced a transition
in superintendents within the previous 3 years, using Adams’s (2006) executive
succession and transition management stages of Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive.
Research Questions
1. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Prepare” stage of the executive transition?
2. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
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during the “Pivot” stage of the executive transition?
3. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Thrive” stage of the executive transition?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
A qualitative and illustrative multiple case study will be used to identify and
describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California public school
districts of between 1,000 and 10,000 student enrollment that have experienced a
transition in superintendents within the previous 3 years. The researcher conducted indepth interviews with 18 people associated with six public K-12 school districts in
California that have experienced a transition between superintendents within the last 3
years. The interviews were primarily conducted at each of the six district offices or, for
two of the participants, were held in other locations designed to be convenient for the
participants. Interviews were audio recorded. Following the interviews, the researcher
transcribed each interview and analyzed it for common themes. In addition, some
participants sent documents to the researcher via e-mail following the interview.
Available documents were used to triangulate the data and provided further information
to address the research questions.
Population
The population for the study consisted of the 1,022 public K-12 school districts in
California. The target population was selected from the 213 K-12 public school districts
that are between approximately 1,000 and 10,000 student enrollment and are not charter
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school districts. The researcher was seeking districts that had experienced a recent,
defined as within the last 3 school years, transition between superintendents.
Qualitative Sample
Each of the participants from the selected K-12 California public school districts
was chosen through purposive sampling. There were 1,022 K-12 public noncharter
school districts with enrollment greater than zero as of Census Day (October 10) in 2018.
Of those districts, 213 or about 21% of K-12 public noncharter school districts with
between 1,000 and 10,000 students enrolled on 2018 Census Day have had one or more
new superintendents since July 1, 2016. The July 1 date represents the beginning of the
academic year (AY), meaning that superintendent turnover occurred any time during the
full 2016-17, 2017-18, and 2018-19 AYs and part of the 2019-20 AY. According to data
provided by the California Department of Education (CDE) Data Visualization and
Reporting Office, some of those districts have turned over superintendents more than
once during this time period.
In order to complete this study, the researcher selected three participants from
each of six selected districts: the newly hired superintendent, one cabinet member, and
one board member who had been involved in the transition process. The researcher used
a variety of resources such as the CDE school district directory to identify districts that
met the study criteria. Two districts were chosen from each region of California:
Northern, Central, and Southern California. District superintendents were contacted and
sent the participation request letter. Superintendents who responded positively to the
request for participation scheduled interviews for themselves and assisted the researcher
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in scheduling interviews for their board and cabinet members. From six school districts,
there were 18 participants who were interviewed for this research study.
Demographic Data
In order to provide a broad perspective from various types of school districts, the
target population districts were chosen from across the state, two in Southern California,
two in Northern California, and two from Central California (see Table 1). Districts
chosen were also located in a variety of types of communities, including urban, suburban,
and rural areas. Identified in Table 1 are the types of candidates the district selected to be
the new superintendent, either an internal or external candidate. Also described in the
table is the process used by the board to find the superintendent who was eventually
hired: board hand-selected, search firm, superintendent or board-managed search process.
The majority of district superintendents in the six districts who participated have been in
their position for 6 months. However, two of the districts had superintendents who have
been in their positions for 15 or 16 months.
Description of Participating Districts
The districts that participated had superintendents who voluntarily responded to
the research request and offered their time and energy to support this research study.
Descriptions of each district are offered as background for the data collected in the study.
Information about each district was identified through data obtained from the CDE school
district directory and associated district profiles. Study participants also provided
feedback about their individual districts. Finally, the researcher discovered some
information about the districts through observation during the interview process. The
researcher has attempted to convey objective observations and inferences about each
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district, including district descriptions, student demographics and achievement, perceived
parent and community involvement, details about the search and selection process, the
presence or lack of interim superintendent leadership, board dynamics, onboarding
process, and significant challenges that occurred around the time of the superintendent
transition as found in the above resources, observations, and as reported by the study
participants themselves.
Table 1
Demographic Information for Participating School Districts

Category

District
A

District
B

Location

So. Calif.

So. Calif.

District
C
Central
Calif.

District
D
Central
Calif.

District
E

District
F

No. Calif.

No. Calif.

Type of
district

Urban

Suburban

Suburban

Rural

Rural

Rural

Student
enrollment

5,0006,000

2,0003,000

3,0004,000

2,0003,000

2,0003,000

1,0002,000

Number of
board
members

5

5

5

5

5

5

Interim
superintendent during
transition

Not
needed; no
gap

2-week gap
with no
interim

15-day
gap with
no
interim

Cabinet
member
as
interim

Brief
unexpected
gap with no
interim

2-3 day a
week
external
interim

Superintendent
candidate
selected
Selection
process

Internal
appointed

External
hire

External
hire

External
hire

External
appointed

External
Hire

Superintendent led;
board
selected

Superintendent-led
search

Search
firm

Search
firm

Board led
and
selected

Board
managed;
attorney
support

6 months

6 months

6 months

16 months

15 months

Length of time 6 months
since recent
superintendent
transition
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District A. District A is located in a busy urban area in Southern California and
consists of nine elementary schools with 5,000-6,000 students in Grades TK-6. The
district’s student demographics are 68% White and 22% Latino with 10% English
learners. The district is considered high performing, with over 70% of students at met or
above on state standardized assessments. According to interview participants, parent and
community participation is very high.
The sitting superintendent identified an internal cabinet member who expressed
that he or she wanted to be the new superintendent, and the board appointed that person
after a brief interview without conducting a search process. There was no interim
executive leader needed because the new superintendent was an internal candidate. The
superintendent who was hired is a first-time superintendent who has a short tenure of
senior leadership experience within the district. The new superintendent was appointed
shortly after the former superintendent announced his or her retirement sooner than
anticipated. The two continued to work together in the district after the new
superintendent was hired but before the former superintendent retired, meaning that there
was a natural overlap for onboarding purposes.
District B. District B is located in a suburban area in Southern California, nestled
between several major cities and consists of 11 schools with 2,000-3,000 students in
Grades Preschool-12, including a charter school and alternative education secondary
school. The district’s student demographics are 57% White and 37% Latino with 14%
English learners. Between 33% and 43% of students are at met or above on state
standardized assessments. The community experiences a large economic gap in the
socio-economic status of its residents, with many of the more affluent students attending
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several private schools in the area. There is also a gap among the achievement levels of
diverse student groups within the district. According to interview participants, parent and
community participation in the district is relatively high.
The board directed the superintendent to lead the search for the new
superintendent, and he commenced in seeking viable local candidates. The sitting
superintendent led the recruiting and hiring process, up to negotiating the salary for the
final candidate. The superintendent identified several local candidates, and the hiring
process was completed with the hire of a known candidate, new to the district but from
within the county, who would become a first-time superintendent in the district. This new
superintendent was also the youngest participant who was interviewed for this study.
There was at least one internal candidate on the senior management team who
interviewed for the superintendent position in this district and was not selected. That
person was still a member of the staff as of the time of the interviews. There was no time
gap between superintendents; therefore, an interim superintendent was not needed. There
was, however, a brief and unintentional overlap between superintendents because the new
superintendent started working informally in the district before her actual start date. The
district is in declining enrollment and currently facing many fiscal challenges.
District C. District C is located in a small suburban town in the Central California
region within commuting distance of several large metropolitan cities. The district
consists of eight schools with 3,000-4,000 students in Grades TK-12 plus an adult
education program and a continuation high school. The district’s student demographics
are 52% White and 42% Latino with 22% English learners.
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The district is considered a relatively high-performing district with about half of
the students achieving met or above on the state standardized assessment for language
arts and about a third for math. According to interview participants, parent and
community participation is moderately high. Interview participants indicated that the
district had a strong identity rooted in community values. The district hired a search firm
that worked primarily with the board president to plan a national search for candidates for
the superintendency. There was no officially appointed interim superintendent identified
to lead the district during a 15-day gap between when the former superintendent left and
the new one arrived even though summer school was in session. The cabinet completely
turned over during the superintendent transition. During the gap between
superintendents, a self-appointed, sole remaining senior cabinet member unofficially
fulfilled the responsibilities for day-to-day operations of the district in the absence of a
district leader.
The new superintendent was hired and is an experienced superintendent who was
an unknown candidate from a larger urban district. There were several potential internal
candidates who inquired about applying for the superintendent position, but according to
one interview participant, they were neither encouraged to apply nor offered interviews.
All but one of the senior cabinet members had left the district between the former
superintendent’s unexpected retirement announcement and the time when the new
superintendent began. In addition, the board was newly made aware of a significant
budget deficit, to which the new superintendent had to respond quickly upon being hired,
during the period when they conducted their superintendent search.
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District D. District D is located in a rural area in a small town in Central
California. The district consists of ten schools with 2,000-3,000 students in Grades TK12 plus several unique school programs, including a community day school, an
independent study program, and a continuation high school. The district’s student
demographics are 43% White and 49% Latino with only 5% English learners, which was
surprising to the researcher considering there was a considerable amount of agricultural
land surrounding the district.
The district has an unusual history within the community and experienced a
unique and divisive upheaval several years ago. It is considered a relatively highperforming district with about 60% of the students achieving met or above on the state
standardized assessment for language arts and over 50% for math. The district is
influenced by strong parent and community connections.
The district hired a search firm with a consultant who was very familiar with the
district. The search firm worked with the board to plan the search for candidates for the
superintendency. An interim executive leader was identified from within the senior
leadership team who led the district during a brief period between when the former
superintendent left and the new one arrived. The new superintendent was an external
candidate and is an experienced superintendent. There was at least one potential internal
candidate who was not selected and is still working in the district. The district’s
superintendent transition before the one described in this study was described as very
turbulent, but this transition was described as going much more smoothly.
District E. District E is located in a rural and relatively remote area of Northern
California. The district consists of six schools with 2,000-3,000 students in Grades TK-
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12 plus several unique school programs, including a community day school and a
continuation high school. The district’s student demographics are 64% White and 43%
Latino with 25% English learners. The district is considered a relatively low-performing
district with only about 36% of the students achieving met or above on the state
standardized assessment for language arts and around 18% for math. Based on this, the
new superintendent immediately implemented a long-term strategic plan for improving
district schools. The new superintendent also shared that the district parents, students,
and staff had a strong connection and identification with the community.
The board sought out this particular person, who was an experienced
superintendent from another district, and hired him or her after a single interview. The
new superintendent was well-known in the district because a family member had worked
there previously. There was no official interim superintendent identified even though
there was a brief and unexpected interim period caused by an emergency circumstance
between when the former superintendent left and the new one arrived.
District F. District F is located in a small rural and remote area of Northern
California. The district consists of eight schools with 1,000-2,000 students in Grades
TK-12 plus an adult education program and a continuation high school. The district’s
student demographics are 17% White and 77% Latino with about 26% English learners
and a migrant student population that affects district enrollment throughout the year. The
district is considered a relatively low-performing district with only about a third of the
students achieving met or above on the state standardized assessment for language arts
and about 18% in math.
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Those interviewed there indicated that the school district shares a strong identity
rooted in community history and tradition. The district boundaries include abundant
agricultural land and a Native American reservation. The board managed and conducted
the superintendent search on their own although they hired a legal firm that set the
timeline for the search process and performed some of the functions of the interview
process such as checking references.
There was an interim executive leader identified during the few months between
when the former superintendent left and the new one arrived; however, that person only
worked in the district 2 to 3 days a week. In the absence of a daily interim
superintendent, district staff and sometimes board members spontaneously took on
various roles and responsibilities that were normally undertaken by the superintendent.
Some of these responsibilities became increasingly urgent during severe weather
emergencies in the time gap between superintendents.
The new superintendent is an experienced superintendent who came from an
urban area in another region of California. There were no known internal candidates for
the position from within the district. During the transition there was, however,
considerable turmoil on the school board, and there were only two board members left on
the board just prior to the superintendent search. As the superintendent began work in the
district, the board also finally became complete with five members, three of whom were
new to the board.
Presentation and Analysis of Data
Qualitative data were collected through the interviews in order to address the
research questions. Personal interviews with 18 participants from the six selected public
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school districts yielded qualitative data. The data were then analyzed to respond to the
three research questions. Codes for common themes are highlighted (see Appendix J)
and presented in the following section of Chapter IV.
Intercoder Reliability
In order to obtain reliable and valid data, to mitigate interviewer bias, and to
ensure accuracy, intercoder reliability was implemented as part of the data analysis
process of this study. According to Creswell, “intercoder agreement (or cross-checking)
is when two or more coders agree on codes used for the same passages in the text”
(p. 248). When two or more coders code the same data, it is possible to decrease the
potential risk of bias and therefore increase reliability. In order to ensure that bias did not
influence this researcher’s data analysis, a portion of this study’s qualitative data was
shared and coded by another expert researcher. Using this process, intercoder reliability
was rated at 92%, which indicates evidence of accuracy and reliability of the data
provided. According to Creswell (2018), a minimum agreement of 80% or greater
demonstrates reliability qualitative research studies. In this case, a rating of 92%
intercoder reliability for this study was determined to be above the acceptable range.
Therefore, the qualitative results of this study may be considered valid and reliable.
Data Analysis for Research Question 1
Research Question 1 for this research study was “What succession planning
strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a
transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Prepare’ stage of
the executive transition?”
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Interview Questions for Research Question 1
1. What were the most successful strategies you employed during the Prepare stage,
which is the period between when the superintendent announces that he or she is
leaving and before the superintendent actually leaves the district?
a) How did your role and responsibilities change during this period?
b) What were the key strategies implemented to support the transition during this
time?
2. What were the obstacles or challenges you encountered during this stage, and how did
you overcome them?
a) How did you in your role play a part in the execution of this stage?
3. Overall, what were the key strategies used during the process of changing
superintendents that made the transition between superintendents successful?
4. What advice would you give to someone in your position in planning for and
completing a successful transition between superintendents?
a) What would you recommend as the most important strategies?
b) If you could change anything about your transition plan and process, what would it
be?
The Prepare stage of superintendent transitions consists of the period after the
sitting superintendent announces his or her departure but commonly before he or she
leaves the district. Although it was not true in any of the study participant districts, it is
possible that a sitting superintendent may have had an abrupt departure and may not be
present in the district during the Prepare stage. Regardless, during this stage,
superintendent candidates are seeking a new position and learning about the opening
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while boards and cabinet members are getting ready to search for a new leader. Common
themes in the data are listed in Table 2.
Table 2
Common Themes in Responses for Research Question 1

Most common
themes

Number of
occurrences in
collected
responses

Percentage of
total codes
collected out
of 100%

Research
question

Interview
question(s)

What succession
planning
strategies did
six K-12 public
school districts
in California
that have
experienced a
transition in the
superintendency in the last
3 years utilize
during the
“Prepare” stage
of the executive
transition?

What were the
successful
strategies you
employed in the
PREPARE stage
during the
transition between
superintendents?

Open &
transparent
communication

31

17%

What if any
challenges or
obstacles did you
encounter during
the PREPARE
stage and how did
you overcome
them?

Seek input from
stakeholders

23

13%

Overall, what were
the successful
strategies used
during the process
of transitioning
between
superintendents?

Build & maintain
relationships

21

11%

What advice would
you give to
someone in your
position in
planning for and
completing a

Strategic
planning

21

11%

successful
transition between
superintendents?

Stabilize the
district

13

7%
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During the Prepare stage, the future superintendent is also preparing to leave his
or her current district. Departure of a superintendent may occur for a variety of reasons,
some of which may be more urgent than others. One of the superintendents interviewed
for this study explained,
You start looking to see where you want to go. A lot of times as a superintendent,
it is really about how fast do you need to go? The average lifespan of a
superintendent is not very long. Typically, five to seven people, and if you think
you have five to seven member boards where three or four new people may come
in who get to decide your future.
Communicating openly and transparently and building relationships play a big
part of the Prepare stage for superintendent candidates. Some superintendents expressed
being more prepared for the new role than others. One said,
I never wanted to be a superintendent. I never thought that was going to be my
path, but that was the lever for me after [the former superintendent] said he or she
was retiring and wanting me to make it known that I wanted the position.
Districts count on board members to spring into action during the Prepare Stage
because one of the primary roles of a board is to hire the superintendent. Boards must
communicate and plan strategically for superintendent transitions because board
members may have never before participated in a search for a new superintendent. In
addition, there may be upheaval in the district and the board based on the superintendent
leaving and the uncertainty of the future. Stabilizing the district is a common strategy
used by both board members and cabinet members during the Prepare stage. Both board
members and cabinet members in the study described the beginning of the Prepare stage
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as chaotic. In one participating district, discord on the board meant that three board
members left the board as the superintendent left the district. A board member from this
district said, “It was like everything that could have happened was catastrophic, it was
just like it imploded. It was what it was but we eventually got through it.” The same
board member described successful communication strategies during the Prepare stage by
saying, “Ultimately people just want to be heard. They want their opinion to be heard,
and then you can just be as transparent as possible.”
Data Analysis for Research Question 2
Research Question 2 for this research study was “What succession planning
strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a
transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Pivot’ stage of the
executive transition?”
Interview Questions for Research Question 2
1. What were the most successful strategies you employed during the Pivot stage, which
is the period between when the superintendent announces that he or she is leaving and
before the superintendent actually leaves the district?
a) How did your role and responsibilities change during this period?
b) What were the key strategies implemented to support the transition during this
time?
2. What were the obstacles or challenges you encountered during this stage, and how did
you overcome them?
a) How did you in your role play a part in the execution of this stage?
3. Overall, what are the key strategies used during the process of changing
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superintendents that made the transition between superintendents successful?
4. What advice would you give to someone in your position in planning for and
completing a successful transition between superintendents?
a) What would you recommend as the most important strategies?
b) If you could change anything about your transition plan and process, what would it
be?
The Pivot stage is the “during” period of the superintendent transition, when the
recruiting and interviewing process occurs. New superintendent candidates are
participating in interviews while board members often lead or at least actively participate
in the process. Board members may hire outside agencies to manage the process.
Cabinet members who were interviewed for this study expressed that they were not
usually part of the transition process during this stage, and the common themes by role
described later in this chapter show how their role differs during this time. However,
cabinet members used many of the same strategies listed in the following section in their
role behind the scenes during this stage.
Common themes in the data for the Pivot stage are listed in Table 3. The most
frequent common themes used during the Pivot stage are (a) communicating openly and
transparently, (b) seeking input from stakeholders, (c) building and maintaining
relationships, (d) strategic planning, and (e) stabilizing the district. A challenge during
this time, as expressed by board and cabinet members, was a lack of clear channels of
communication. One board member described the paradox of being asked specifics
about the process and trying to offer open communication to a community member
without giving up confidentiality. He or she said, “I could just only listen to her, and I
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just tried to inform her of all the public meetings, you know, tell her you are welcome to
come and you’re welcome to hear what is being discussed.”
Table 3
Common Themes in Responses for Research Question 2
Number of
occurrences in
collected
responses

Percentage of
total codes
collected out
of 100%

Research
question

Interview
question(s)

What succession
planning
strategies did
six K-12 public
school districts
in California
that have
experienced a

What were the
successful
strategies you
employed in the
PIVOT stage
during the
transition between
superintendents?

Open &
transparent
communication

34

29%

transition in the
superintendency in the last
3 years utilize
during the
“Pivot” stage of
the executive

What if any
challenges or
obstacles did you
encounter during
the PIVOT stage
and how did you

Seek input from
stakeholders

17

15%

transition?

overcome them?
Overall, what were
the successful
strategies used
during the process
of transitioning
between
superintendents?

Build & maintain
relationships

14

12%

What advice would
you give to
someone in your
position in
planning for and
completing a
successful

Strategic
planning

9

8%

Stabilize the
district

9

8%

transition between
superintendents?

Common themes

91
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Seeking input from stakeholders was also described as important but sometimes
challenging. One cabinet member explained why input is critical by saying, “I think
that doing the survey and then also letting the stakeholders participate in the interview
process . . . I think that those were two key things to prepare everybody for a new
superintendent.” Collecting input but remaining in control of the decision-making
process was deemed as crucial by one of the participants. One board member described
this district’s process in more detail:
Each person was asked if they would participate. This was not an open request
looking for volunteers. The board chose who to ask based on their relationship
with the district and how involved and knowledgeable about district issues they
were. We were also very concerned about confidentiality and avoiding a group
consensus that the board may then disagree with. So each person in the interview
process was asked to fill out a form after each interview and at the end of the day
they turned them in to the board. There was no discussion of thoughts on the
interviews. Each person privately wrote their thoughts to the board and the board
read through them after everyone left. Their individual thoughts were taken into
account by the board in our decision-making, but the public participants never had
the chance to hear from each other. I think this step was critical to avoiding the
board deciding against what was seen as the public input.
Data Analysis for Research Question 3
Research Question 3 for this research study was “What succession planning
strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a
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transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Thrive’ stage of the
executive transition?”
Interview Questions for Research Question 3
1. What were the most successful strategies you employed during the Thrive stage,
which is the period between when the superintendent announces that he or she is
leaving and before the superintendent actually leaves the district?
a) How did your role and responsibilities change during this period?
b) What were the key strategies implemented to support the transition during this
time?
2. What were the obstacles or challenges you encountered during this stage, and how did
you overcome them?
a) How did you in your role play a part in the execution of this stage?
3. Overall, what were the key strategies used during the process of changing
superintendents that made the transition between superintendents successful?
4. What advice would you give to someone in your position in planning for and
completing a successful transition between superintendents?
a) What would you recommend as the most important strategies?
b) If you could change anything about your transition plan and process, what would it
be?
The Thrive stage occurs near the end of the superintendent transition as a new
superintendent is announced and onboarded. Common themes in the data for the Thrive
stage were found as listed in Table 4. During the Thrive stage, the six most common
themes were (a) communicating openly and transparently, (b) seeking input from
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stakeholders, (c) building and maintaining relationships, (d) strategic planning, and
(e) stabilizing the district.
During the Thrive stage, people in every role work to bring the new
superintendent on board in a variety of ways. This causes the need for ongoing
communication, input, relationships, and planning. These activities serve to stabilize the
district after a period of time that may have held considerable uncertainty. Three of the
participating districts did not have a “whole” leader during the entire transition between
superintendents because they either did not identify or hire a full-time interim leader.
The Thrive stage is the final stage of the executive succession and transition
management model (Adams, 2006). Some participants expressed relief and ongoing
anxiety upon finally arriving at this stage. One board member said, “Well we found a
person! And after the whole (thing) . . . I was just hoping and praying that [the new
superintendent] wasn’t going to call the next day and say, ‘No thank you, I didn’t know
this is what I was getting into.’”
The Thrive stage is also a stage of widely varying length, as many participants
expressed its ongoing nature, even in the two participating districts that have had their
new superintendents in place for over a year. Participants expressed the feeling of finally
getting back on track after a turbulent period with new focus and strategic planning. One
board member said,
If there’s some way that you know, set a new table? The district had gone from a
superintendent to an interim superintendent, and then a new superintendent, so I
think people were just like . . . they’re inundated. [They] don’t know what’s
going on, and they are manic and frantic ....... I think everybody wanted to just
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stop that whole frantic energy. So I think there was motivation for us all to just
get on the same boat. We all felt like we were all on separate life rafts and we
needed to get back on the same boat. I really did feel that way, like there were
individual life rafts out in this big pond, and we all just needed to get back in the
same boat.
Ironically, because the Thrive stage is ongoing as the new superintendent begins
his or her tenure in the new district, and especially because superintendent tenures may
be brief, the Thrive stage not only indicates the end of the transition process but also the
beginning of the Prepare stage for the next superintendent transition. For this reason, the
interview question, “What, if anything, are you doing in your role now to prepare for the
next transition to the next superintendent?” was included in the Thrive stage. Responses
to this question were similar for almost all interview participants. Nearly all interviewees
indicated that they hoped there would never be another transition. One participant
reflected satisfaction in finding the “right” superintendent: “Another superintendent? We
are not having another one any time soon. I tell her all the time; she is not allowed to go
anywhere.” Another participant, when asked what he or she was doing to prepare for the
next superintendent transition, demonstrated great relief at a very challenging transition
period coming to an end: “Honestly, not anything at this moment because I think we’re
just, it’s almost like we’re all kind of suffering a little bit of PTSD, it’s really kind of like
we are all shell-shocked at this point.” Yet, as the research has shown, 50-70% of all
California school districts will indeed experience another superintendent transition within
the next 3 years (Sparks, 2017).
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Table 4
Common Themes in Responses for Research Question 3
Number of
occurrences in
collected
responses

Percentage of
total codes
collected out
of 100%

Research
question

Interview
question(s)

What succession
planning
strategies did six
K-12 public
school districts in
California that
have experienced
a transition in the
superintendency
in the last 3 years
utilize during the
“Thrive” stage of
the executive
transition?

What were the
successful
strategies you
employed in the
THRIVE stage
during the
transition between
superintendents?

Open &
transparent
communication

107

18%

What if any
challenges or
obstacles did you
encounter during
the THRIVE stage
and how did you
overcome them?

Seek input from
stakeholders

105

18%

What advice would
you give to
someone in your
position for
planning for and
completing a
successful
transition? Any
advice about things
to avoid doing?

Build and
maintain
relationships

66

11%

Overall, what were
the successful
strategies used
during the process
of transitioning
between
superintendents?

Strategic
planning

49

8%

Common themes
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Table 4 (continued)

Research
question

Interview
question(s)

What succession
planning
strategies did six
K-12 public
school districts in
California that
have experienced
a transition in the
superintendency

What advice would
you give to
someone in your
position in
planning for and
completing a
successful
transition between
superintendents?

in the last 3 years
utilize during the
“Thrive” stage of
the executive
transition?

Common themes

What, if anything,
Stabilize the
are you doing in
district
your role to prepare
for the next
transition to the
next superintendent
when the time
comes?

Number of
occurrences in
collected
responses

Percentage of
total codes
collected out
of 100%

41

7%

Data Analysis by Role
During the interviews, the participants’ responses were also coded by position or
role. There were significant differences found in common themes among
superintendents, board members, and cabinet members by role and stage. Each position
had a unique role to play in the transition between superintendents, and each interviewee
presented the transition from his or her own perspective during each stage of the
executive succession and transition management model (Adams, 2006).
Superintendents
Superintendents identified six common themes as the most critical strategies
during the entire transition process (prioritized by most frequent): building and
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maintaining relationships, communicating openly and transparently, strategic planning,
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seeking input from stakeholders, doing research, and balancing work in the former and
new district.
Table 5
Most Common Themes by Role: Superintendent
Superintendent responses
Build & maintain relationships
Open & transparent communication
Strategic planning
Seek input from stakeholders
Research
Overlap/balance work in former & new
district

Prepare

Pivot

Thrive

Frequency

19
20
11
14
7
12

5
7
4
0
3
2

54
50
33
25
13
8

78
77
48
39
23
22

Although not the most common theme, superintendents described doing research
for the job interview “as if they already had the job.” Research was the seventh most
common theme used by superintendents, although it came in as eighth most common for
cabinet members and 13th (fourth from the bottom) for board members. Interestingly,
the frequency of utilizing the strategy of “research” was more common in the final Thrive
stage than in the Prepare stage when the superintendent candidate was seeking a new
position in a new district or in the Pivot stage during the actual interview for the position
(see Table 6). This may suggest that researching the district was an important part of the
onboarding of a new superintendent. This may be due to the fact that only two of the
superintendents who participated in the interviews said that they had a meaningful
overlap with the former superintendent. Two of the new superintendents said that they
did not experience a warm welcome from the former superintendent. Notably, two of the
new superintendents said that there was no documentation of any kind left for them as
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they began in the new position. Finally, one of the new superintendents explained that he
or she had never even met or had any communication with the former superintendent.
Table 6
Common Theme of Research by Role: Superintendent
Superintendents
Research

Prepare

Pivot

Thrive

7

3

13

Building relationships was the most successful strategy noted by superintendents
across all stages of management transition. New superintendents have unique roles
depending on their connection to the district prior to becoming the superintendent. Only
one of the superintendents in this study was an internal candidate, and one was a known
experienced superintendent even though he or she was an external candidate. However,
even the internal candidate who moved from senior leadership into her new role as
superintendent described needing to build new relationships with the district community
based upon wanting to be in the new role. During the Prepare stage, she said, “I really
had to establish new relationships with everybody. Not only do I want [to be the new
superintendent], but I’m confident I can do a good job.”
In the Pivot stage, superintendents reported few strategies to navigate the
interview process successfully. The activities in this stage are not generally in direct
control of superintendent candidates, so there are not many strategies needed for
upcoming superintendents to implement during this stage other than show up and respond
to interview questions. During both the Prepare and Pivot stage, the most frequently
mentioned strategy was open and transparent communication.
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Once in the Thrive stage, superintendents in the study explained the importance of
spending time both inside and outside of the district to get to know the priorities of the
stakeholders before proceeding with any major changes. One superintendent explained
the balance between building relationships and communicating open with seeking input
and strategic planning by saying,
Even if you have done your homework, don’t go in with preconceived ideas.
Learn. Be a quick study. Listen. Meet with people. Try not to make too many
decisions for the first 3 to 6 months. Try to find out why the district does what
they do and ask, “Why do we do that?”
During the Thrive stage, superintendents in the study described extensively going
out into the schools and community in order to build strong relationships. This is
consistent with previous research on successful superintendents (Wright & Harris, 2010).
New superintendents communicate constantly with stakeholders across the district as a
way of developing knowledge about the district in the early stages of strategic planning.
It is also a way to stabilize the district in that stakeholders can see firsthand that the new
leader is seeking input from across the community. Building trust with school personnel
was identified as an important factor in positively affecting levels of morale and trust
between staff and new superintendents (Camacho, 2015).
Cabinet Members
Cabinet members identified six common themes as the most critical strategies
during the entire transition process (prioritized by most frequent as seen in Table 7):
(a) communicating openly and transparently, (b) building and maintaining relationships,
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(c) stabilizing the district, (d) strategic planning, (e) restructuring and managing the
change process, and (f) seeking input from stakeholders.
Table 7
Most Common Themes by Role: Cabinet Member
Cabinet member response
Open & transparent communication
Build & maintain relationships
Stabilize the district
Strategic planning
Restructure/change process
Seek input from stakeholders

Prepare

Pivot

Thrive

Frequency

5
1
6
5
2
5

4
0
8
2
0
11

36
29
16
17
21
4

45
30
30
24
23
20

Notably, cabinet members were the only role who mentioned “stabilizing the
district” and “restructure and manage the change process” as their most common themes
across all three stages (Prepare, Pivot, Thrive) of the executive succession and transition
management model. Cabinet members who were interviewed for this study described the
transition from one superintendent to the next as a challenge that ranged from mildly
frustrating to complete chaos, including one that compared the transition to “circling the
drain.” The roles and responsibilities of cabinet members during the change process were
described as being unclear during the superintendent transition. One cabinet member
said he or she “had to step up and do more,” and another cabinet member explained, “I
would say I was not involved at all, but I inserted myself throughout the spring because I
was very concerned that there was no succession planning.”
Cabinet members were not always privy to the details of the transition process,
and some participants described themselves completely outside of it. Especially in the
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presence of a search firm, and even when a cabinet member served in the interim
superintendent role, cabinet members recounted participating on the same remote level as
any other district employee might participate. One cabinet member who ultimately
served as the interim superintendent said, “I was really only involved in the initial
meeting when we came in, when we were basically trying to find out what (qualities) we
want in the next superintendent.”
During the Pivot Stage, cabinet members sometimes participated in interviews
and sometimes were not at all a part of the decision-making process for a variety of
reasons. One reason may have been that he or she were a potential candidate, either
granted an interview or not considered as a candidate. One cabinet member said,
I will be honest that one of the hardest obstacles for me during this stage was that
because I was a part of it, I didn’t get to listen to the other people interview. So
that was sort of the risk I was taking....... I wanted them to know that I was happy
to take the job if they felt like they needed me but, I wish that I would have been
able to hear the candidates and be a part of that that reflective piece of why I
thought they would be good for our district or not.
The Prepare Stage was described by many cabinet members as a very turbulent
time. One said that the ocean might as well have been “coming over like a tsunami
because there was no continuity.” This cabinet member spent the Pivot Stage as the most
veteran cabinet member at only a year and a half in the district because everyone else had
left the district. The strategy he or she described as most successful during the entire
transition was open and transparent communication. He or she described how this
worked in her district:
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So I would say, just because it was summer and because this is a very small
town . . . and if something happens on one side of town, 87 people already know
and have interpreted it when you get to the other side of town. So it was
important to really communicate and be transparent, especially with the staff here
at the district office. . . . People were uneasy. They were concerned. There were
departments without leaders. There were just . . . people don’t like change, and
everything changed. So I would say that’s how we got through.
During the Pivot Stage, three of the six districts that participated in this study
experienced a gap between superintendents, and no interim superintendent was identified
to fill that gap. In one additional district of the six, there was an externally hired interim
superintendent who worked only 2 to 3 days a week. Two of the districts had no gap at
all between superintendents, and one of those actually had an overlap between the former
and new superintendent because a former cabinet member was hired as the new
superintendent. One other district’s cabinet member was chosen to be the interim
superintendent, and three others performed at least some of the duties of the
superintendent in the absence of a permanent leader with or without the official title.
Cabinet members who were interviewed described the urgent need to
communicate, as well as build and maintain relationships, especially during the Thrive
stage when the new superintendent was coming on board. One cabinet member described
the input process as ongoing with the need for “keeping [his or her] eyes and ears open.”
During the Thrive Stage, cabinet members often provided support, historical background
and context for the new superintendent. One cabinet member said, “I feel that I’m an
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extension of what is going out there in terms of what I hear see doing, and I share things
that I know are important for him/her to know.”
However, some cabinet members expressed a desire to be more included in the
transition process. One cabinet member wished to be more included during the Thrive
Stage and made the suggestion to the superintendent:
Maybe taking the folks who are going to be his or her cabinet out there with
him/her to kind of be there and listen with their own ears as to what was being
said. Not that I don’t trust that he or she . . . didn’t give us an accurate report, but
maybe just to do what I think would have signaled a sense of trust and unity
among the cabinet.
Sometimes the cabinet member’s specific position in the district made the transition
process more challenging. One cabinet member said,
I would say that the CBO tends to become the stability of a district, especially if
you see a lot of turnover and really, any large projects, really, they’re going to fall
to them. So if you have a superintendent at a smaller school district that’s
involved in a hands-on construction project or in the throes of modernization or
something like that, I think that’s really something that boards really need to think
about it, the timing of transition.
During the Thrive stage, cabinet members’ common themes were very different
than either superintendent or board members. This stage is a critical time for cabinet
members to build a rapport with new superintendents and try to develop healthy working
relationships. Cabinet members interviewed also expressed a desire to show support for
the new superintendent and assist in the change process during this stage.
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Table 8
Most Common Themes During the Thrive Stage: Cabinet Member

Cabinet member response

Thrive

Open & transparent communication
Build & maintain relationships
Restructure/change process
Strategic planning
Show support
Stabilize the district
Research
Sponsorship/mentorship
Seek Input from stakeholders

36
29
21
17
17
16
16
14
4

Overall, cabinet members’ two most highly used strategies were communicating
openly and transparently and stabilizing the district. In addition, they described using
strategic planning, seeking input from stakeholders, and communicating openly and
transparently as the next most widely used successful strategies to get through the
transition process. A cabinet member described his or her role in supporting the
transition as maintaining relationships in the district in order to help others through the
change process during the transition period. He or she said,
There’s big pressure in an organization when you have a new person come in and
really initiates changes that fast. People can be . . . the trust hasn’t necessarily
been built. And people can feel the pressure is too much. So I really have
the . . . I grew up in this town, I am a product of this school district. I was a
teacher at

school so I have more of the long-standing relationships and

trust with the entire community. Both of my kids go to school in this district, so I
was able to be the person having the behind the scenes conversations, saying,
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“No, it’s all good, all of these initiatives are great. They are right-minded. You
can feel free to get on board. The train is moving and it’s moving in the right
direction.” I could really be that person to support her, help her and everyone else
through that transition because I had those trusting relationships.
One cabinet member summarized his or her involvement in the district during the
superintendent transition by saying, “I just focused on the people who I am serving.
That’s what it comes down to. I love the community.”
Overall, cabinet members averaged the lowest number of total common themes
representing strategies utilized during superintendent transitions. They reported lower
strategy use overall than both board members and superintendents. The lowest number of
strategies was reported during the Prepare and Pivot stages because they did not report
being very involved overall in most of the planning and interviewing processes.
Board Members
Board members identified six common themes (see Table 9) as the most
successful strategies during the entire transition process (prioritized by most frequent):
(a) seek input from stakeholders, (b) communicating openly and transparently,
(c) showing support, (d) building and maintaining relationships, (e) strategic planning,
and (f) restructuring and managing the change process.
Board members play an interesting role in leading the transition process as one of
the board’s primary roles is to hire the superintendent. There are many challenges
presented with this enormous task. First, board members have varying levels of
experience in hiring an executive leader. Also, according to Wolfred (2009), boards take
on a much more active role in the organization during an executive leadership transition
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with the roles of the executive leader and board transposed during the transition time.
None of the board members in the study mentioned the central office staff’s role during
the transition between superintendents; however, the research points to the importance of
doing so. In an out-of-print booklet from Board Source called Finding and Retaining
Your Next Chief Executive, Tim Gilmore (1993) wrote, “The only universally wrong step
a board can take [and many do] is not to have thought through how the staff will be
involved and be kept informed at all stages of the process.” Gilmore suggested that
although they may not be actively involved in the actual decision-making process, the
board should attempt to keep staff involved and informed during the transition process.
Table 9
Most Common Themes by Role: Cabinet Member
Board member response
Seek input from stakeholders
Open & transparent communication
Show support
Build & maintain relationships
Strategic planning
Restructure/change process

Prepare

Pivot

Thrive

Frequency

14
6
0
1
5
4

23
6
3
1
3
4

11
21
22
22
16
9

48
33
25
24
24
17

During the Prepare stage, the participating districts experienced very different
recruiting processes. Three of the participating districts’ boards selected outside agencies
to manage the process: two used search firms and one used a legal firm to manage
timelines and paperwork. One board appointed a known external candidate without a
formal search and hiring process. Two of the district’s own sitting superintendents led
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the entire search process, with one district hiring an internal candidate and one hiring an
external candidate.
Board members from the two districts whose superintendents led the search both
expressed smooth processes. One district superintendent selected an internal candidate
whom the board interviewed as their only candidate. He or she was successfully vetted at
a public input session before being appointed. The other described active involvement in
the search process during the Pivot Stage. He or she said, “We did a survey of teachers
and staff about how things were going in the district, and we were really focused on
looking for a new candidate.” However, although both board members from participating
districts that had superintendent-led searches described a successful process, according to
the point of view of the superintendent who was hired in that district, the superintendentled search process was seen as challenging at times. It was reported that there was a lack
of communication from the sitting superintendent, extended and unexpected timelines,
and the discomfort of having the former superintendent work with the board to negotiate
the new superintendent’s salary.
Board members from all three districts that used outside agencies relied heavily
on the agency and cited few strategies used, especially during the Pivot Stage, which is
the interviewing stage. This finding makes sense because the agencies managed the
entire interview process. The three districts’ board members who relied on the outside
agencies to manage the search process described being happy with the results. Two
board members who worked with search firms both said that by using the outside agency,
the district got the superintendent they needed, not the one they thought they wanted.
One board member said,
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Trust the process because ultimately we got what was what we needed not
necessarily what we wanted. We got what we needed. The person that we
thought we wanted, we ended up not getting. It would have been the wrong
person, so trust the process. Because what we have is the person we needed, so
I am grateful for that.
Although board members identified more successful strategies than cabinet
members and superintendents during the Pivot stage, the researcher was surprised to find
that during this stage, board members actually identified very few strategies. In fact, out
of the remaining common themes (removing two that apply only to district employees:
balancing a former position with a new position and working independently without
support), board members did not use any of the strategies in Table 10 during the
superintendent transition. Strategies that were not used by any board members in this
study included (a) setting personal priorities, (b) doing research (for example, on the
superintendent candidates), (c) board governance work, or (d) establishing the legacy of
the former superintendent.
Table 10
Least Common Applicable Themes During the Pivot Stage: Board Member
Board member response

Pivot

Set personal priorities
Sponsorship/mentorship
Professional learning & board governance
Research
Establish legacy

0
0
0
0
0
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Several board members mentioned how politics play an important role during
superintendent transitions, especially during the Pivot stage. Two board members
warned that overcontrolling members and overall board discord may have a negative
effect on the superintendent transition process. Three of the six board members
highlighted the importance of their work as it affected student outcomes. One board
member advised, “You have to be willing to put kids first. If you get people who have an
agenda, it’s a mess.” In fact, in a study by Nugent (2008), he described how critical it is
that an organization understand how to successfully plan changes in senior leadership.
According to Nugent (2008), boards of education are easily driven from the perspectives
of politics and personalities and not always focused on the greater needs of the
organization. Interestingly, although all of the board members in the study described the
Pivot stage as going smoothly, none of them noted the behind the scenes disruption that
may have been occurring within the school district. Their focus was primarily on hiring
the new superintendent.
Finally, board members literally took a supporting role during the Thrive stage,
with “show support” and “build and maintain relationships” as the highest frequency
common themes for board members during this stage. Board members described how
they showed up at events to lead the incoming superintendent toward stakeholders and
situations that would be of benefit to him or her, and steered him or her away from
trouble. One board member described this process as “air cover,” saying,
Over months, I would introduce [the incoming superintendent] to people, brief
him/her on things, give him/her my perspective on what is going well and what
needs to be improved, and positioning [the incoming superintendent] in the
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community, by giving him/her a lot of air cover. In those introductions, not just
briefing him/her, I literally gave [the incoming superintendent] a list of who’s
who and here is our relationship with them, the who’s who [in the community], so
he or she would at least have the names of who would really work with him/her
about where we are.
Summary of Qualitative Data Collected
Overall, the four most common themes for every stage were the same:
(a) communicating openly and transparently, (b) building and maintaining relationships,
(c) seeking input from stakeholders, and (d) strategic planning. These were common
themes in the same order of frequency across all stages, leading the researcher to
conclude that these are the most successful strategies that can be utilized during the
transition between superintendents.
Upon further analysis, each participant role (superintendent, cabinet member, and
board member) identified a different prioritized order of common themes, which varied
by stage. This indicates that superintendent transitions are perceived and responded to
uniquely by those in differing roles and depending on the stage in which the participants
find themselves. Thus, findings for each research question differ by role.
Findings for Research Question 1
Research Question 1 for this research study was “What succession planning
strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a
transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Prepare’ stage of
the executive transition?”
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Finding 1
Superintendents are hired in many different ways, and the process looks different
in every district and in every transition. From internal to external hires, appointments,
search firms, legal firms, and superintendent-led searches, new superintendent candidates
use the same strategies as other participants during this time. Communicating openly
with the search firm and/or district, developing relationships with search firm consultants
or others, performing strategic planning as if one already had the job in the new district,
and seeking input about the position were identified as successful strategies. Several
superintendents echoed the thoughts of board and cabinet members about building and
maintaining strong relationships and communicating openly and transparently during the
Prepare stage.
Finding 2
Cabinet members play a less direct role in this stage and have only indirect
responsibilities for participating in the process of readying the district for a new
superintendent; however, their most successful strategies remain the same. Cabinet
members play a key role in stabilizing the district and may even perform key leadership
duties in the absence of an interim superintendent, whether formally or informally
identified to lead during this period.
Finding 3
The Prepare stage, with the announcement of a departing superintendent, may
launch a district into instability of varying intensity. The board plays an important role in
planning for the superintendent transition. Board members’ planning and communication
can help stabilize a district. Board members describe successful strategies including

114

spending time communicating openly and transparently with the community, building
and maintaining strong relationships with all stakeholders, seeking stakeholder input for
the superintendent hiring process, planning strategically for the search, and attending to
district stability during this time.
Findings for Research Question 2
Research Question 2 for this research study was “What succession planning
strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a
transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Pivot’ stage of the
executive transition?”
Finding 1
Superintendents participate in the interview process during the Pivot stage and
describe that role as a balancing act. Most superintendents have another job, either as a
superintendent or another administrative role, and are preparing to interview for the
superintendency in the new district while still completing their other duties at their
current district. This requires considerable finesse, communication that is open and
transparent, and strong relationships with those in both the former and new district.
Superintendent candidates seek input about the new district as a way of determining
whether the new district is right for them. They also seek input from stakeholders as a
way of beginning a strategic plan, including possible vision and goals for the new district
that can be communicated to the board during the interview process.
Finding 2
Cabinet members play a nominal role in the superintendent transition during the
Pivot stage. They do not usually participate in the interview or are directly involved in
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the hiring. They do, however, play a unique role in communicating to the district staff
behind the scenes and contribute to stabilizing the district. Cabinet members develop and
maintain relationships as a way of delivering the strategic plan of the district during
sometimes turbulent transitions. Cabinet members use the strategy of seeking input from
others on how to lead the district during superintendent transitions, especially in the
absence of interim leadership.
Finding 3
The Pivot stage may be led by search firms or law firms in some districts. Boards
who hire search firms or who have superintendent-led searches have board members who
rely heavily on these outside agencies to lead them through the superintendent transition
process. Board members may participate intensely during the Pivot stage as they actively
recruit and interview candidates for the superintendency. Politics and control from
individual board members are potential obstacles, especially during the Pivot stage.
Open and transparent communication and strong relationships are successful strategies
that may be put to use during this time. Board members take a leading role in seeking
stakeholder input, both for the selection of a new superintendent and in leading the
district during this transition period, as districts may become more unstable during this
time without an identified leader.
Findings for Research Question 3
Research Question 3 for this research study was “What succession planning
strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a
transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Thrive’ stage of the
executive transition?”
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Finding 1
Superintendents are especially active in using the four most common strategies
during the Thrive stage. As they are introduced and onboarded into the new district, they
are launched into building and maintaining new relationships with staff and the
community. Superintendents seek input for strategic planning and communicate with
many different stakeholders during the Thrive stage. With special attention and
knowledge of the executive succession and transition management model (Adams, 2006),
the strategic planning that is done during the Thrive stage may serve as the beginning of a
succession plan for the future when the current superintendent and the district are ready
to transition to the next superintendent.
Finding 2
Cabinet members are also active strategy users of the four most common themes
during the Thrive stage. They also exhibit a high frequency of responses indicating
additional common strategies during this stage: (a) stabilizing the district, (b) showing
support, and (c) undertaking the restructure/change process. Cabinet members described
stability as a significant obstacle during the Prepare and Pivot stages and indicated that
stabilizing the district was one of their most successful strategies they implemented
during the Thrive stage. Cabinet members may develop relationships with new
superintendents and use a show of support as a way to bond with a new superintendent
and therefore create more stability. New superintendents may be using their role during
the Thrive stage to plan strategically for the future, and this may include managing a
substantial change process. New initiatives and even an entirely new cabinet are some of
the potential results of a hiring new superintendent. Cabinet members may use
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communication, relationships, input from stakeholders, and participation in strategic
planning as a way to become more grounded in the final stage of transition to the new
superintendent during the Thrive stage.
Finding 3
Board members use the same four strategies successfully during the Thrive stage,
including communication, relationships, seeking input and planning strategically.
Additionally, they express feeling responsible to introduce the new superintendent to the
community and avoid troublesome pitfalls by communicating them early and often.
Board members who participated in the study communicated great relief at finding the
right candidate for the position of superintendent. This relief sometimes translated into a
less hands-on approach with most of their energy channeled into attending events and
showing support for the new superintendent. In the meantime, the Thrive stage also
marks the beginning of the next superintendent transition, however distant.
Unfortunately, as research shows a transition is likely to occur as soon as 3 years into a
superintendent’s tenure (Sparks, 2017), it is possible for board members to be able to take
responsibility for future transitions early in the Thrive stage by purposeful and strategic
succession planning.
Summary of Additional Unexpected Findings
The researcher found it very surprising that the overall top five strategies were the
same, in the same frequency order, across all three stages of the executive succession and
transition management model. The researcher expected that some of the strategies might
show up in the top five for all three stages but that one or the other might take precedence
in a particular stage because of the variety of what occurs during each stage. What was
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not unexpected was that building and maintaining relationships and open and transparent
communication were the highest frequency strategies in every stage and for every role.
In addition, during the interviews, the researcher noted that many participants
mentioned the idea of finding a good “fit” or match for a superintendent with a district.
The researcher noted hearing this phrase in many interviews and expected it to be a
common theme. Results showed that “focus on fit or match” was actually the lowest
frequency theme in all three stages (Prepare, Pivot, Thrive). Its most frequent mention
came from superintendents as they entered the Prepare stage. Superintendents expressed
a strong desire to find a district that was a good match for themselves when looking for a
new superintendent position. The researcher wondered whether seeking a good “fit” is a
product of superintendent candidates’ unhappiness with their current positions or whether
they are simply seeking what they feel would be a better match for their knowledge,
skills, and experience.
Finally, although it was not a strategy in and of itself, four of the six new
superintendents mentioned that one of the things that allowed them to build relationships
quickly in their new district was related to being a leader in an emergency or crisis of
some kind. In each case, an unexpected situation in the district, board or community
facilitated accelerated relationship building. For example, one superintendent faced an
unexpected budget deficit. He said, “The way I got known was by doing the work of the
budget cuts and sort of naming out, ‘here's the crisis, here's the problem and here are
some of the things we might have to do…” According to these superintendents,
challenges also bring opportunities for developing strong relationships and collaboration.
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Summary
Successful strategies for the transition between superintendents are consistent
across all stages of the executive succession and transition management model. The four
common themes were (a) communicating openly and transparently, (b) building and
maintaining relationships, (c) seeking input from stakeholders, and (d) strategic planning.
This qualitative and illustrative multiple case study showed that superintendents, cabinet
members, and board members from K-12 public schools of 1,000 to 10,000 enrollment
use these strategies during the Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive stages in order to successfully
navigate the recent transition between superintendents.
Chapter V follows and provides a thorough examination of the major findings of
this research study. It also contains conclusions, implications for action, and
recommendations for further research in the future. Finally, Chapter V concludes with a
reflection and closing remarks for this study.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to identify
and describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California public
school districts that have experienced a transition in superintendents within the previous 3
years. The study used a theoretical framework based on Adams’s (2006) executive
succession and transition management model. Research questions coincide with the three
stages of the model: Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive.
Overview
This study sought to describe successful succession planning strategies utilized by
superintendents, cabinet members, and board members in six public K-12 school districts
in California during a transition in superintendent leadership within the last 3 years. This
study fills a gap in the research regarding succession planning for superintendents.
Succession planning is not very evident in research about education, and it is even more
rare when applied to superintendent transitions.
In a study by Dedrick (2009), research participants defined succession planning
for superintendents as an organized process for identifying successor leadership from
within an organization or preparing the organization to hire an external candidate, the
anticipation of a vacancy in leadership well before it occurs, the process used to choose a
new leader, and determining the future needs of the organization. The act of succession
planning involves the ongoing development of system-wide practices to promote the
development of leaders within the organization (Adams, 2006, 2017; Shirley, 2008),
ongoing efforts for strategic planning (Larcker et al., 2014), and the determination of
criteria to select a new leader (Carlson, 1961; Peters, 2010).
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A review of the research on superintendent succession planning demonstrates that
succession planning is rarely enacted in superintendent transitions. However, with or
without succession plans in place, the act of succession occurs regularly in school
districts as the average tenure of superintendents is brief. In California, 43% to 71% of
all school districts will have a new superintendent within 3 years (Sparks, 2017).
Of the 1,022 K-12 public school districts in California, participants were selected
from K-12 public noncharter school districts with enrollment between 1,000 and 10,000
students. Of those districts 213 or about 21% have had one or more new superintendents
since July 1, 2016. Eighteen participants were selected to be interviewed by purposive
sampling of six districts, two in each region of California: northern, central and southern.
Qualitative data collected from those study participants resulted in 15 common themes
that were utilized by superintendents, cabinet members, and board members during a
superintendent transition following the three stages of the executive succession and
transition management model (Adams, 2006): Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative and illustrative multiple case study was to identify
and describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 California public
school districts of 1,000 to 10,000 student enrollment that have experienced a transition
in superintendents within the previous 3 years, using Adams’s (2006) executive
succession and transition management stages of Prepare, Pivot, and Thrive.
Research Questions
1. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
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during the “Prepare” stage of the executive transition?
2. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Pivot” stage of the executive transition?
3. What succession planning strategies did six K-12 public school districts in California
that have experienced a transition in the superintendency in the last 3 years utilize
during the “Thrive” stage of the executive transition?
Research Methods
A qualitative illustrative and multiple case study approach was used in this
research. Case study was appropriate for this type of study as it provides information and
description that extends beyond what can be provided by other types of studies. Case
studies are common in education (Tellis, 1997), and in this study, a multiple case study
approach was beneficial in that it provided a rich description of the superintendent
succession in six different school districts from the unique perspectives of 18 different
people in three roles.
Population and Sample
For this research study, the population consisted of the 1,022 public noncharter K12 school districts in California. The target population included 213 of the
aforementioned districts with between 1,000 and 10,000 student enrollment that
experienced a change in superintendents within the last 3 school years. In each district,
the researcher interviewed the newly hired superintendent, a cabinet member, and a board
member who were involved in the recent transition between superintendents.
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Major Findings
The major findings of this study are described according to the corresponding
research questions.
Research Question 1
The first research question asked, “What succession planning strategies did six
K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a transition in the
superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Prepare’ stage of executive
transition?” (Adams, 2006). Four common themes emerged from interview responses
from all three participating roles (superintendents, cabinet members, and board
members): (a) communicating openly and transparently, (b) seeking input from
stakeholders, (c) building and maintaining relationships, (d) strategic planning, and
(e) stabilizing the district. These were the most common themes discovered in the data
across all three stages described in the executive succession and transition management
model (Adams, 2006).
In the interview responses, open and transparent communication was mentioned
172 times (19% of all responses) by all three roles across all three stages during the 18
interviews that were conducted in this study. Seeking input from stakeholders was the
second most common theme among all three roles and stages at the rate of 145 responses
(16% of total responses). Building and maintaining relationships was the next most
common at a rate of 101 responses (11% of total responses). The fourth most common
theme was strategic planning at the rate of 79 responses (8% of total responses). The
fifth and final common theme across all roles and stages was stabilizing the district,
which received 63 responses (7% of total responses).
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Although the overall responses were the same for all three roles, from the
perspectives of people in each role, the order of frequency and implementation of
strategies varied by stage. In the Prepare stage, superintendent candidates’ most common
themes were building and maintaining relationships (six responses or 18%) and open and
transparent communication (20 responses or 17%) and board members’ most common
theme during the Prepare stage was seeking input from stakeholders (14 responses or
33%). Cabinet members’ top theme during the Prepare stage was stabilizing the district
(six responses or 18%).
The major findings showed that the role one plays in the superintendent transition
process highly affects the strategies implemented in each stage. Superintendents were
building and maintaining relationships and using communicating openly and
transparently during the Prepare stage as they learned about and applied for their new
position. At the same time, board members and candidates primarily focused on
preparing to fill the open position from each of their unique perspectives. They
prioritized strategies to serve those activities in this stage. Meanwhile, cabinet members
were in the process of stabilizing the day-to-day operation of their school districts. The
strategies used by each person in their respective roles matched their responsibilities
during this stage.
Research Question 2
Research Question 2 asked, “What succession planning strategies did six
K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a transition in the
superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Pivot’ stage of executive
transition?” (Adams, 2006). Again, results showed that overall, the most common

125

themes reported by all three participating roles during the Pivot stage were
(a) communicating openly and transparently, (b) seeking input from stakeholders,
(c) building and maintaining relationships, (d) strategic planning, and (e) stabilizing the
district. Overall, these four common themes were represented as the most successful
strategies used by everyone interviewed as they navigated the superintendent transition
during the Pivot stage.
However, again the most common themes in the data reported by superintendents,
cabinet members, and board members varied by role at this stage. The data revealed that
superintendent candidates conveyed the strategy of open and transparent communication
(seven responses or 22%) as most common theme during the Pivot stage as they
participated in the interview process. Both cabinet members’ and board members’ most
common strategy was seeking input from stakeholders (11 responses or 28% for cabinet
members and 23 responses or 50% of all themes for board members). Although board
members overwhelmingly reported seeking input as a critical strategy utilized during the
interview process, cabinet members were seeking input from stakeholders in order to
stabilize the organization. Cabinet members in this study described trying to find ways to
keep the district afloat during the turbulent Pivot stage. During the Pivot stage, board
members’ most common theme of seeking input (23 responses or 50%) was nearly four
times more common than their next most common strategy: open and transparent
communication (six responses or 26%).
One interesting note is that in four of the six districts participating in this study,
there were internal candidates who were interested in interviewing for the
superintendent position, and in only one of the districts was an internal candidate
actually interviewed
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and selected. In two of the remaining three districts, participants described that the
exclusion of those potential internal candidates created disruption and disappointment.
Having a succession plan that includes a process for grooming successors from within the
district may not be helpful if those internal candidates are not destined to be included in
the interviews and/or hired for the superintendent position.
Research Question 3
The third and final question asked, “What succession planning strategies did six
K-12 public school districts in California that have experienced a transition in the
superintendency in the last 3 years utilize during the ‘Thrive’ stage of executive
transition?” (Adams, 2006). As in the other two stages, the results of this study showed
that overall, the most common themes utilized by all three participating roles were
(a) communicating openly and transparently, (b) seeking input from stakeholders,
(c) building and maintaining relationships, (d) strategic planning, and (e) stabilizing the
district. However, in this stage, the three participants’ roles more closely shared the most
common strategies that were implemented. Superintendents’, cabinet members’, and
board members’ top two common themes during the Thrive stage were the same:
building and maintaining relationships and communicating openly and transparently;
however, they were prioritized in a different order per role.
Superintendents reported the top common theme of building and maintaining
relationships during the Thrive stage at 54 responses (20%). Board members reported the
same theme in the top at 22 responses (17%); however, board members reported showing
support as a response that tied for the most common theme (also 22 responses or 17%).
Cabinet members reported the common theme of building and maintaining relationships
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as their second most frequent at 29 responses (15%). For the theme of open and
transparent communication during the Thrive stage, superintendents showed 267
responses (19%). Board members reported open and transparent communication at 21
responses (16%). Cabinet members chose this theme as their top most common for the
Thrive stage at 36 responses (19%).
Differences in common strategies implemented during the Thrive stage were also
noted. Superintendents’ third most common theme during the Thrive stage was strategic
planning (16 responses or 12%). Cabinet members’ roles differed in that they were
focused on the change process and restructuring that occurs during the Thrive stage. As
mentioned previously, the strategy of showing support was tied for the most common
theme as a strategy used by board members during this stage (22 responses or 17%). The
Thrive stage is a pivotal point in an organization when all of the efforts of a district are
realigning and the focus is on the future. Superintendents are using their energy to build
relationships for strategic planning purposes, and board members are supporting actively
superintendents in order to successfully onboard them in the district. Meanwhile, cabinet
members are focusing on the changes that are forthcoming from the new superintendent
as they are launched after a period of potential unrest and disequilibrium in the district.
Conclusions
As supported in the literature, superintendent transitions are an inevitable part of
the leadership cycle of any school district. School districts in California have as much as
a 71% chance of experiencing superintendent turnover within a 3-year period (Sparks,
2017). In fact, 213 or about 21% of K-12 public noncharter school districts in California
with between 1,000 and 10,000 student enrollment have had one or more new
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superintendents in the past 3 years. The significance of this is that at any given time,
most school districts in California either have a new superintendent or one that will be
departing within the next few years. Despite the inevitably short tenure of
superintendents, however, school districts do not usually have plans in place for the
superintendent succession (Bradley, 2016). The following are conclusions discovered in
this research study.
One conclusion supported by the major findings includes the fact that the
superintendent transition process can ultimately take a toll on district stakeholders in all
roles, and frequent transitions can have a highly negative impact on district stability.
This study confirmed with qualitative data representing the perspectives of
superintendents, cabinet members, and board members, that the transition period between
superintendents can be an unstable and uncertain time. A major conclusion is that role is
an important influence on what strategies are used in each stage of the superintendent
transition. Dedrick (2009) warned that if the organization goes into crisis mode, there is
a risk of rushing into the process and choosing the wrong candidate who may lead them
right back into another transition. Succession planning that is formal, written, and part of
the fabric of the organization could reduce this risk in that the superintendent, board, and
cabinet could simply put their well-organized plan into place during this stage.
Another conclusion is that board members may focus less on strategy
implementation during the Prepare and Pivot stages, especially when they are following
the timelines and processes provided by an outside agency like a search firm. Although
seeking input was the most common theme among board members during the Pivot stage
when superintendent candidates were being interviewed, showing support and building
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and maintaining relationships occurred mostly during the Thrive stage. Many of the
common themes reported by superintendents and cabinet members were rarely or not at
all utilized by board members during the Prepare and Pivot stages (setting personal
priorities, research, sponsorship, showing support, building and maintaining
relationships, professional learning and board governance, and establishing a legacy for
the former superintendent), even though people in the other two roles (superintendents
and cabinet members) reported that the board may have provided support for the district
using some of those strategies during the Prepare and Pivot stages.
An additional conclusion was that school boards may be taxed by the process of
transitioning to a new superintendent. The process can be overwhelming, especially
during periods of turmoil for the board or districts. One of the essential roles of a school
board is to hire the superintendent, and transitions require board members to step up and
lead this important process (Eadie, 2018). Considering that this is one of the most
essential duties of a school board, Eadie (2015) highlighted the importance of succession
planning as an essential function of the board. Yet, school boards do not often plan for
what should be expected superintendent transitions, and some of the board members in
the study had never before participated at all in a superintendent transition.
A final conclusion, as illustrated by one board member participant, was that board
members spend so much energy hiring a new superintendent that preparing for a future
superintendent transition seems daunting. When asked how he or she was preparing for
the next superintendent transition, he or she replied that the board was so relieved to have
a new superintendent that he or she had already told him or her, “Oh no, you’re going to
be here till I die.” Just bringing up the question about succession planning for the next
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superintendent brought strong reactions from most research participants, including the
new superintendent. When asked the above question, one superintendent who had been
in his or her position for just over a year mused aloud nervously about his or her chances
of being asked to leave the position so soon: “Not now. I have only been here about 6
months and I think I have like a solid majority behind me, and . . . I’m not getting from
anybody that they are looking for somebody.”
A final conclusion, supported by research, is that common themes representing
strategies needed for transitions are shared by superintendents, cabinet members, and
board members. In this study, superintendents, cabinet members, and board members
provided qualitative data regarding the top five most successful strategies they shared
during the transition between superintendents, which can then be used for succession
planning. Those strategies were (a) communicating openly and transparently, (b) seeking
input from stakeholders, (c) building and maintaining relationships, (d) strategic
planning, and (e) stabilizing the district. These strategies in and of themselves were not
surprising, but it was surprising that the data showed that these five common threads
were strategies shared during all three stages among all people in all three roles:
superintendents, cabinet members, and board members. The researcher concluded that
these strategies are indeed the most successful strategies used in superintendent
transitions. The data analysis provided greater understanding of strategies prioritized by
each role during the stages of the transition. Although the three roles shared overall
strategies, the actual strategy use was differentiated from the unique perspective of each
role (superintendents, cabinet members, and board members) during each stage. The
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results of this study may inform those involved about the obstacles and strategies utilized
by people in all roles during each of the three stages of superintendent transition.
Implications for Action
Succession planning for senior leadership is growing increasingly more common
within organizations of all kinds. There are differences between the tenures of senior
leadership in different types of organizations that may explain differences in the
implementation of succession planning. According to a recent Equilar study, the median
tenure for CEOs at large-cap (S&P 500) companies was 5.0 years at the end of 2017.
Rainier (2016) stated that tenure for church leaders has increased to 6.0 years in 20122016. According to the Nonprofit Times “Nonprofit Organizations Salary and Benefits
Report” (Bluewater Nonprofit Solutions, 2014), the average tenure of a nonprofit
executive director is 12 years. The average hospital CEO has a tenure of a little more
than 5.5 years (Khaliq et al., 2006). However, the average superintendent tenure is
reported to be the lowest of all of these senior leaders at just 3.5 years nationwide
(Superville, 2018).
With up to 71% of all superintendents in public K-12 districts in California
turning over within a 3-year period (Sparks, 2017), the announcement of an upcoming
superintendent transition should hardly be a surprise. According to Shuler (2016),
“Superintendent succession is not just a temporary episodic problem in individual school
systems, but a pervasive crisis in the system” (p. 39). According to Sherman (2009),
superintendent succession plans will be successful when (a) succession planning is well
defined, (b) comprehensive written succession plans are developed, (c) formal
agreements exist between the superintendent and the board on leadership development,
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(d) hiring committees look for professional aspirations and level of commitment when
seeking successors, and (e) the superintendent is the key player in developing the
succession plan with full board support. As one of the primary implications for action
discovered through the literature and this study, succession plans can be written then
reviewed and reevaluated every year to ensure that they are up-to-date.
Common Themes: Differences by Role
This study of superintendent transitions provides valuable insights into strategies
that can be implemented as successful transition processes in K-12 public school districts
and may provide the impetus for superintendents, cabinet members, and board members
to initiate a succession planning process in their districts. Superintendent succession
planning should be an expected part of every district’s ongoing plan for senior leadership;
however, it looks different from the perspective of people in each role. Succession plans
could be defined, organized, formalized, and documented while the organization is in the
Thrive period of the executive succession and transition management model (Adams,
2006). Board members, cabinet members, and superintendents could perform this
function in agreement together as part of the development of the district’s strategic plan.
A collaborative effort will provide the most complete succession plan that takes into
account the role and responsibilities of each position.
Succession plans can have many components. Eadie (2015) described succession
elements to include (a) the identification of the superintendent’s duties and
responsibilities that need to occur during a vacancy, (b) how those duties will be handled
in the absence of an interim leader, (c) a timeline for hiring a new superintendent, (d) an
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updated superintendent job description based on the current needs of the district, and (e) a
detailed description of the process for finding a new leader.
Superintendents. Superintendents play a key role in succession planning, and
they should not be afraid to approach succession while still in their current
superintendency. Dedrick (2009) highlighted that superintendents should be willing to be
more forthcoming with their plans in terms of commitment and any potential plans to
separate from the district. Dedrick (2009) described succession planning as not being
focused on individuals but with the entire organization in mind. Planning for succession
is not just about hiring a new leader; it is designed to hold the organization together in a
critical transitional period between executive leaders. Therefore, superintendents can
provide insight about their duties, who can provide leadership in their absence,
information about the district’s strategic plan, and the advantages of an external versus
internal candidate in the future.
Cabinet members. Increasing the level of communication among all roles might
help the organization to stabilize and prepare for new leadership. Cabinet members were
most likely to use the strategy of stabilizing the district during the Prepare stage, and it
was the second most common theme for cabinet members during the Pivot stage.
Cabinet members are often in the position of knowing the pulse of the district, so they are
key players during a transition. A formal succession plan that includes clear timelines
and processes for the search and selection of a new superintendent would be beneficial
for cabinet members. Cabinet members can contribute to the strategic planning that
occurs when a new superintendent is onboarded during the Thrive stage in order to
prepare for the next superintendent, and that planning can also be part of succession
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planning. Some cabinet members may be interested in being future candidates for the
superintendency, and there are advantages of identifying internal candidates early.
Cabinet members can provide information for succession planning including professional
development needs, responsibilities they can perform in the absence of a superintendent,
contributions to a strategic plan, and an analysis of the future needs of the district.
Board members. Boards are most active during the Prepare and Thrive stages of
superintendent transition, and fewer common themes were found during the Pivot stage.
Because the succession of superintendents tends to create considerable uncertainty, it
would behoove board members to focus inward on the needs of the district while
attending to the outward process of planning succession planning, especially during the
Pivot stage.
Because boards sometimes turn over at nearly the same rate as superintendent
tenure with most board terms being 4 years in duration, board members should keep a
written history of the process and timeline undertaken during a superintendent transition
in case they are not in the position when the next transition occurs. They can also
actively participate in succession planning by working together to develop an annual
board development and governance calendar and by contributing to strategic planning,
especially as it relates to the search and selection process. Finally, boards are responsible
to the community for developing a long-term vision for the district and can contribute to
the succession planning process by providing input on the future needs of the district.
Application of the Theoretical Framework
The executive succession and transition management model (Adams, 2006)
provides a linear set of stages that organizations go through during a transition between
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senior leaders. However, it was developed for nonprofit organization executives whose
tenures average 12 years (Bluewater Nonprofit Solutions, 2014). Because district
superintendents transition so much more frequently, it is possible that a model for
superintendent succession should actually take on more of a cyclical nature (see
Figure 5). With an average tenure of 3 years, many superintendents in California are
either new or on their way out in the very near future. Following the hiring process, the
Thrive stage, when a superintendent is new, can last from 12 to 18 months (Adams,
2006). If a 3-year average superintendent tenure is applied, that leaves an average of
only 18 months following the Thrive stage for many districts in California to complete
the next superintendent transition.

Annual
Review of
Succession
Plan

Prepare

Thrive
Onboarding
process, including
development of
Succession Plan
(12-18 months)

Superintendent announces
his or her departure
(generally 1-6 months
before leaving)

Pivot
Search and selection process
(1-3 months or more)

Figure 5. Cyclical model for superintendent succession planning.
During this study, the researcher found that the Thrive stage is a particularly
unique period of transition because it coincides with both the end of the hiring process for
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the new superintendent and the subsequent beginning of the onboarding process for the
new superintendent. The Thrive stage is the longest and most complex stage when a new
superintendent is brought on board and the organization enters the final stage of
transition. Launching a supporting a new superintendent is an ongoing process that could
last 12 to 18 months (Adams, 2006). Onboarding strategies include strategic planning for
the new superintendent’s tenure, and these strategies interestingly overlap with those
utilized during the Prepare stage. Examining transitions between executive leaders,
including superintendents, following the executive succession and transition management
model (Adams, 2006) include a stage when boards and staff “Prepare” in advance for
transitions, a “Pivot” point when the former superintendent announces plans for departure
and the hiring process is conducted, and finally, a “Thrive” period when the new
superintendent is hired and onboarded (Adams, 2006). Some of the strategies used in
both the Prepare and Thrive stages of the model are remarkably similar.
The Thrive stage may be a critical juncture in the succession planning process
because it represents a time of renewal and positive momentum. During this time, the
superintendent, cabinet members, and board members potentially have the synergy
needed to put a formal succession plan in place. One of the interview questions
associated with the Thrive stage was “What, if anything, are you doing in your role to
prepare for the next superintendent transition when the time comes?” Although the
Thrive stage, as a district welcomes the new superintendent, may seem early to even
think about the next transition (and in fact many interviewees described the palpable
relief at not having to think about transition any more during this stage), the activities that
occur during this onboarding stage mirror many of the activities of succession planning.
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Developing or revising the district’s vision, mission, and goals; reviewing and renewing
the superintendent job description; identifying potential successors; offering professional
development; improving board governance; and clarifying job duties and responsibilities
of the senior cabinet are all activities that would proactively contribute to an effective
succession plan.
The Thrive stage is the most natural stage to begin superintendent succession
planning because it is a time when the district is undergoing many of the forwardthinking activities that are required for succession planning. Adams (2006) described the
Thrive stage as a time when new leaders “become clear on their respective roles,
responsibilities, and key expectations” (p. 8). During the Thrive stage, the organization is
involved in a variety of capacity-building activities, including developing a vision and
strategic plan. The Thrive stage is also an important time to attend to needs for ongoing
professional learning, including board development and governance.
Successful organizations of all kinds implement succession planning as an
ongoing practice (Conger & Fulmer, 2003). Conger and Fulmer (2003) defined
succession management as “combining succession planning and leadership development
in a comprehensive process for finding and grooming future leaders at all levels of your
organization” (p. 1). Strategies for succession planning in both profit and nonprofit
organizations involve the development of leadership skills and coaching for future
leaders within the organization (internal), seeking potential new leadership from outside
the organization (external), and the implementation of system-wide practices that allow
for the seamless transition of leadership roles within the organization (Adams, 2006,
2017; Shirley, 2008). The Thrive stage of the executive succession and transition
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management model (Adams, 2006) is the ideal time for creating a succession plan. Eadie
(2015) wrote,
Indeed, I recommend that every superintendent should take the lead in convincing
his or her board to develop a succession plan now – when all is going well and the
board-superintendent working relationship is essentially healthy. Not only will
having a well-designed plan in place in your district avoid the stress and strain
that putting a plan together when you’re already on your way out will inevitably
cause, it will also communicate to your board that you care deeply for the
district’s welfare beyond your tenure and that you are self-confident and secure
enough to play a leading role in planning for your eventual successor. (para. 3)
Organizations that consistently prepare for future executive leadership transitions
continually maintain strategic planning efforts (Larcker et al., 2014) and use ongoing
stakeholder input to determine criteria for a new leader who may be identified from either
within or outside of the organization (Carlson, 1961; Peters, 2010). Those same two
strategies fell within the top four common themes identified by participants in this
research study during all three stages of superintendent transition. It is critical that
districts utilize successful strategies such as these to plan well in advance for the future
and expected departure of their current superintendent.
Even though none of the participating districts has any kind of formal or informal
succession plan in place, many of the interview participants shared some ideas about how
they would like to approach the next transition. Strategic planning, professional learning
and board governance, and sponsorship for internal candidates were mentioned most
frequently by participants in all roles. The challenge of getting through the transition,
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making it to the Thrive stage, and preparing to start the process all over again appears to
be the biggest challenge facing districts in formulating formal succession plans.
Recommendations for Further Research
The researcher has several recommendations for further research related to
succession planning strategies for superintendents, cabinet members, and board members.
The first involves the potential impact of formal succession planning on school districts.
This researcher wonders about the impact of having the superintendent, cabinet members,
and board members participate in developing a formal succession plan together and the
possibility that it might increase the longevity of the superintendent. There have been no
studies on the relationship of succession planning to superintendent tenure. Because very
few of the school districts in the nation develop formal succession plans, enacting the
succession planning process in districts and then measuring the superintendent tenure in
those districts would be challenging but worthwhile. This would require a mixed
methods approach and possibly a longitudinal study.
The researcher noted that the timing of superintendent transitions is interesting
compared to the timing of board turnover. Most board members have four year terms,
compared to the three year cycle of superintendent transitions in 50-70% of California
school districts. A study examining the nexus between board member elections and
superintendent transitions would provide an interesting examination of the boardsuperintendent turnover connection.
Other studies might include qualitative case studies deepening the look at the
unique perspectives of people in other roles, such as cabinet members and/or board
members during superintendent transitions. Board members and cabinet members
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perform very different functions during superintendent transitions, and it might be
interesting to compare their perspectives in order to provide information to strengthen the
transition process. A replication of this study with principals would also provide
interesting information about succession planning at school sites.
Finally, the role of the outgoing superintendent is not clear in the research about
superintendent transitions. Some research participants in this study alluded to the board
setting expectations for sitting superintendents as they departed from a district.
According to the participants in this study, sitting superintendents fulfilled these
responsibilities in varying ways and to varying degrees. A case study on departing
superintendents could result in a better understanding of departing superintendents’
impact on transitions in their districts, including the concept of establishing a legacy for
the district as it hires a new leader.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The completion of this dissertation marks an interesting time for this researcher as
I am completing my 8th month as a new superintendent. Simultaneously, I am nearing
the end of a 30+ year career in education. This study has provided a lot of food for
thought as I contemplate developing a succession plan for my district. I am still in the
Thrive stage of the superintendent transition and still developing a strategic plan to move
my district forward. On the other hand, I am not going to be here forever.
Reflecting on my own superintendent transition, I can identify with the strategies
that were found in the results of this study. Yet, I can also understand the reluctance of
superintendents to initiate a succession plan at this stage of the transition. I am still
looking forward to the exciting and positive things I want to accomplish during my tenure
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as superintendent. My internal drive pushes me forward, and I hate to admit I have
limits, but I know deep in my heart that I will not always be the superintendent here.
Thinking about the superintendency as a cycle instead of a linear process is helpful
because it alleviates the inevitability of a definitive beginning and end.
According to McKee, Boyatzis, and Johnston (2008), renewal is an important part
of resonant leadership:
Leadership is a sacred act. For you and other leaders . . . to engage people’s
passions and dreams in the service of people and the planet is to be connected to
humanity’s collective past, present, and future, leaving the world just a bit better
than the way you found it. As a leader, no matter what your job or role in life,
you touch people. You have the capacity to create wonderful, vibrant
environments that make important differences in the lives of all whom you touch.
You can bring hope while also bringing results. (p. 212)
I have had the unique honor to be an educational leader who has worked in nearly
every capacity in schools for the past 34 years, from aide to teacher, instructional coach
to principal, district director to superintendent. The legacy I want to leave is for children
in districts where I have worked to love learning as much as I do. This doctoral degree is
the culmination of my cycle of learning, and I couldn’t leave my career without
completing it.
The legacy that superintendents can leave for their districts should include a solid
plan to ensure that their good work continues beyond their tenure. Looking beyond a
single superintendent tenure and into all of the future cycles of leadership can be
inspiring. Succession planning can provide a framework to ensure that superintendent
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leadership brings short-term results, ongoing hope and long-term stability for a district
for many years to come.
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APPENDIX C
Interview Protocol
Interviewer: Jennifer Wildman
Interview time planned: Approximately one hour
Interview place: Participant’s school site or other convenient agreed upon location
Recording: Digital voice recorders
Written: Field and observational notes
Introductions:
Introduce ourselves to one another.
Opening Statement: [Interviewer states:] Thank you for taking time to meet with me
and agreeing to participate in this interview. To review, the purpose of this study is to
. The questions I will ask are written to elicit this information and to provide
you an opportunity to share any personal stories and experiences you have had, at your
discretion, throughout this interview. Also, your identity will remain anonymous, our
interview will not take place until after a consent form is signed, and I encourage you to
be open and honest for the purposes of this research study.
Interview Agenda: [Interviewer states:] I anticipate this interview will take about an
hour today. As a review of the process leading up to this interview, you were invited to
participate via phone call, and signed an informed consent form that outlined the
interview process and the condition of complete anonymity for this study. We will begin
with reviewing the Letter of Invitation, Informed Consent Form, the Participant’s Bill of
Rights, and the Audio Release Form. Then after reviewing all the forms, you will be
asked to sign documents pertinent for this study, which include the Informed Consent and
Audio Release Form.
This interview will be recorded for the purpose of transcription and review for data
analysis. During the interview, I will begin the audio recorder and ask a list of questions
related to the purpose of the study. I may also take notes as the interview is being
recorded. If you are uncomfortable with me taking notes, please let me know and I will
only continue with the audio recording of the interview. Finally, I will stop the recorder
and conclude our interview session. After your interview is transcribed, you will receive
a copy of the complete transcripts to check for accuracy prior to the data being analyzed.
The audio recording will be kept confidential and will not be shared with anyone beyond
yourself, the transcriber, and me as the researcher.
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Please remember that anytime during this process you have the right to stop the interview
and discontinue if you so desire. If at any time you do not understand the questions being
asked, please do not hesitate to ask for clarification. Are there any questions or concerns
before we begin with the questions?
Background Question:
1. Were you involved in the transition years ago between the former and current
district superintendent?
Content Questions: The purpose of this qualitative problem-solving case study is to
identify and describe the succession planning strategies utilized by six K-12 public school
districts in California during each of the three stages described in the Executive
Transition Management Model (Managing Executive Transitions: A Guide for
Nonprofits, Wolfred, 2009), which are titled: Prepare, Pivot, Thrive.
In the model, the stages of transition coincide with the stages that you experienced in the
transition between leaders. The PREPARE stage is the period between when the
superintendent announces that he/she is leaving and before the superintendent actually
leaves the district. The PIVOT stage is the period during the time when superintendent
leaves the district and as it is searching for the next superintendent. Finally, the THRIVE
stage is after the new superintendent is hired and brought on board.
When I use the word strategy, I am asking about any plan of action, policy or procedure
that was undertaken in order to meet the goal of transitioning between superintendents in
your district.
5. How were you, as a

(superintendent, cabinet or board member) involved

in the transition between superintendents?
a) At what point in the process did you become involved in the
superintendent transition?
b) What did your involvement look like before, during and after the
transition?
6. What were the most successful strategies you employed during the PREPARE
stage, which is the period between when the superintendent announces that he/she
is leaving and before the superintendent actually leaves the district?
a) How did your role and responsibilities change during this period?
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b) What were the key strategies implemented to support the transition during
this time?
7. What were the obstacles or challenges you encountered during this stage, and how
did you overcome them?
a) How did you in your role play a part in the execution of this stage?
8. What were the most successful strategies you employed during the PIVOT stage,
which is the period during the time when superintendent leaves the district and as
it is searching for the next superintendent?
a) How did your role and responsibilities change during this period?
b) What were the key strategies implemented to support the transition during
this time?
9. What were the obstacles or challenges you encountered during this stage, and how
did you overcome them?
a) How did you in your role play a part in the execution of this stage?
10. What were the most successful strategies you employed during the THRIVE
stage, which is the period after the new superintendent is hired and brought on
board?
a) How did your role and responsibilities change during this period?
b) What were the key strategies implemented to support the transition during
this time?
11. What were the obstacles or challenges you encountered during this stage, and how
did you overcome them?
a) How did you in your role play a part in the execution of this stage?
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12. Overall, what were the key strategies used during the process of changing
superintendents that made the transition between superintendents successful?
13. What advice would you give to someone in your position in planning for and
completing a successful transition between superintendents?
a) What would you recommend as the most important strategies?
b) If you could change anything about your transition plan and process, what
would it be?
14. Is there anything else that you want to tell me that might help me in my study?
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APPENDIX D
California K-12 Public School Districts With Between 1,000 and 10,000 ADA

Recent Superintendent History, Schools Having Between 1,000 and 10,000 Enrollment
CA Department of Education
Data Visualization & Reporting Office
Report Created 1/20/2020; Data From CDS and CALPADS Fall1
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CDS Code

District Name

06616220000000
30665550000000
37683040000000
04615150000000
16639740000000
37679670000000
27660500000000
35752590000000
39685770000000
56725530000000
23656230000000
07618120000000
27660350000000
37680310000000

Williams Unified
Laguna Beach Unified
Ramona City Unified
Oroville Union High
Lemoore Union Elementary
Alpine Union Elementary
King City Union
Aromas - San Juan Unified
Linden Unified
Pleasant Valley
Willits Unified
Walnut Creek Elementary
Greenfield Union Elementary
Coronado Unified

District Type

Census
Enrollment
2018-19
Academic
Year

Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District

1,335
2,861
5,472
2,196
3,308
1,612
2,702
1,087
2,318
7,014
1,847
3,545
3,616
3,057

Superinten- Superintendent Start
dent End
Date
Date

2014-07-10
2010-08-13
2008-09-10
2016-06-07
2015-12-18
2014-08-05
2012-08-03
2015-08-04
2015-12-04
2013-02-20
2013-07-31
2009-10-13
2014-05-05
2015-02-18

2016-07-04
2016-07-07
2016-07-07
2016-07-10
2016-07-14
2016-07-14
2016-07-25
2016-07-25
2016-07-25
2016-07-25
2016-07-27
2016-07-28
2016-07-28
2016-08-02

Between
1,000 and
10,000
Enrollment
(FILTER)
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
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33671810000000
19647170000000
36739570000000
36750510000000
37679830000000
04615490000000
04755070000000
09737830000000
27754400000000
35674700000000
07617620000000
41689240000000
49708700000000
10767780000000
52716210000000
49710350000000
44754320000000
19644440000000
19646420000000
30665630000000
09737830000000
42691460000000
20764140000000
13630730000000
49708700000000
37682210000000
03739810000000

Palo Verde Unified
Little Lake City Elementary
Snowline Joint Unified
Lucerne Valley Unified
Borrego Springs Unified
Thermalito Union Elementary
Gridley Unified
Black Oak Mine Unified
Soledad Unified
Hollister
Oakley Union Elementary
Jefferson Union High
Piner-Olivet Union Elementary
Washington Unified
Red Bluff Union Elementary
Wright Elementary
Scotts Valley Unified
Culver City Unified
Keppel Union Elementary
La Habra City Elementary
Black Oak Mine Unified
Carpinteria Unified
Yosemite Unified
Brawley Elementary
Piner-Olivet Union Elementary
National Elementary
Amador County Unified

Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District

3,018
4,355
7,439
5,416
2,582
1,554
2,083
1,249
4,905
6,089
5,267
4,786
1,261
2,978
2,044
1,480
2,421
7,144
2,771
4,656
1,249
2,177
2,060
4,061
1,261
5,536
3,962

2013-06-24
2014-02-04
2013-10-08
2016-05-02
2013-09-03
2009-09-10
2013-08-27
2011-09-09
2013-08-09
2011-07-18
2015-08-04
2011-07-14
2011-08-24
2013-10-28
2011-01-14
2012-07-16
2012-08-13
2012-08-03
2016-04-04
2009-08-17
2016-08-17
2015-07-16
2012-08-07
2012-04-18
2016-08-23
2009-10-21
2016-03-07

2016-08-08
2016-08-14
2016-08-14
2016-08-15
2016-08-15
2016-08-16
2016-08-16
2016-08-16
2016-08-16
2016-08-17
2016-08-22
2016-08-22
2016-08-22
2016-08-24
2016-08-24
2016-08-25
2016-08-28
2016-08-29
2016-08-29
2016-08-31
2016-09-14
2016-09-14
2016-09-26
2016-09-28
2016-09-28
2016-09-29
2016-10-05

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

12629500000000
44698490000000
16639170000000
13631310000000
19647660000000
45699140000000
33671810000000
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15735440000000
19645270000000
15635780000000
19643110000000
19647660000000
56724620000000
37683610000000
30665630000000
48705650000000
15635780000000
35675380000000
42691460000000
12626870000000
27660680000000
19644440000000
21653670000000
37682050000000

McKinleyville Union
Elementary
Soquel Union Elementary
Hanford Elementary
Heber Elementary
Lowell Joint
Cascade Union Elementary
Palo Verde Unified
Rio Bravo-Greeley Union
Elementary
El Rancho Unified
Richland Union Elementary
Beverly Hills Unified
Lowell Joint
Hueneme Elementary
Santee
La Habra City Elementary
Travis Unified
Richland Union Elementary
San Benito High
Carpinteria Unified
Northern Humboldt Union
High
South Monterey County Joint
Union High
Culver City Unified
Larkspur-Corte Madera
Lemon Grove

Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District

1,123
1,894
6,034
1,279
3,152
1,206
3,018

2016-04-15
2011-07-26
2007-07-01
2011-02-08
2014-12-19
2013-08-05
2016-08-09

2016-10-10
2016-10-11
2016-10-12
2016-11-07
2016-11-07
2016-11-08
2016-11-22

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Unified School District

1,083
8,472
3,469
3,773
3,152
8,243
6,826
4,656
5,495
3,469
3,108
2,177

2016-02-05
2013-07-03
2016-06-15
2015-06-24
2016-11-08
2004-12-19
2012-10-30
2016-09-01
2015-08-28
2016-12-07
2014-09-04
2016-09-15

2016-12-04
2016-12-04
2016-12-06
2017-01-17
2017-01-17
2017-01-19
2017-02-01
2017-02-14
2017-02-15
2017-03-01
2017-03-01
2017-03-29

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

High School District

1,787

2013-01-10

2017-04-04

Y

High School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District

2,421
7,144
1,546
3,589

2014-08-05
2016-08-30
2014-06-06
2006-02-17

2017-06-19
2017-06-25
2017-06-26
2017-07-05

Y
Y
Y
Y

49708390000000
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12626870000000
20764140000000
17640300000000
19644850000000
27659870000000
36675870000000
45701100000000
19642950000000
41689080000000
41689240000000
42691460000000
50711340000000
30667460000000
49708470000000
04614320000000
09619780000000
15635030000000
10621250000000
21653180000000
27754400000000
52716210000000
54722490000000
07616970000000
19650370000000
41689650000000
43693930000000

Oak Grove Union Elementary
Northern Humboldt Union
High
Yosemite Unified
Lakeport Unified
East Whittier City Elementary
Carmel Unified
Adelanto Elementary
Redding Elementary
Bassett Unified
Hillsborough City Elementary
Jefferson Union High
Carpinteria Unified
Keyes Union
Westminster
Old Adobe Union
Durham Unified
Rescue Union Elementary
Greenfield Union
Coalinga-Huron Unified
Miller Creek Elementary
Soledad Unified
Red Bluff Union Elementary
Tulare Joint Union High
John Swett Unified
South Whittier Elementary
Menlo Park City Elementary
Campbell Union

Elementary School District

1,241

2015-08-10

2017-07-05

Y

High School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District

1,787
2,060
1,472
8,570
2,467
8,671
3,233
3,520
1,352
4,786
2,177
1,105
9,120
2,091
1,038
3,632
9,562
4,466
1,982
4,905
2,044
5,621
1,439
2,716
2,930
7,273

2017-04-05
2016-09-27
2005-07-01
2014-08-05
2016-06-30
2014-07-10
2011-08-08
2016-02-05
2009-09-03
2016-08-23
2017-03-30
2012-07-06
2014-07-10
2014-07-07
2014-07-24
2011-11-01
2013-08-27
2015-09-29
2014-02-12
2016-08-17
2016-08-25
2011-07-19
2013-08-27
2015-07-07
2011-07-19
2010-02-25

2017-07-06
2017-07-09
2017-07-10
2017-07-10
2017-07-12
2017-07-12
2017-07-12
2017-07-13
2017-07-16
2017-07-16
2017-07-16
2017-07-18
2017-07-23
2017-07-25
2017-07-26
2017-07-26
2017-07-26
2017-08-02
2017-08-13
2017-08-13
2017-08-13
2017-08-13
2017-08-14
2017-08-14
2017-08-14
2017-08-14

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
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49753580000000
56725200000000
04615310000000
19644770000000
19645270000000
19646910000000
27660350000000
36677850000000
37754160000000
42691950000000
52715060000000
37768510000000
49709530000000
15635600000000
33671990000000
49706150000000
41689240000000
41690130000000
45699550000000
37681890000000
10622570000000
41690210000000
15636850000000
43693770000000
36678680000000
36738900000000
24736190000000

Windsor Unified
Ojai Unified
Paradise Unified
Eastside Union Elementary
El Rancho Unified
Lawndale Elementary
Greenfield Union Elementary
Mountain View Elementary
Warner Unified
Goleta Union Elementary
Corning Union High
Bonsall Unified
Sonoma Valley Unified
Lamont Elementary
Perris Elementary
Bellevue Union
Jefferson Union High
San Bruno Park Elementary
Cottonwood Union Elementary
Lakeside Union Elementary
Kingsburg Joint Union High
San Carlos Elementary
Muroc Joint Unified
Berryessa Union Elementary
Rim of the World Unified
Silver Valley Unified
Gustine Unified

Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District

5,165
2,453
4,154
3,275
8,472
5,814
3,616
2,532
1,424
3,566
1,010
2,518
4,329
3,023
5,796
1,621
4,786
2,505
1,161
5,529
1,167
3,445
1,793
6,988
3,236
2,167
1,846

2014-07-07
2013-08-20
2015-07-01
2012-06-15
2016-12-05
2014-06-19
2016-07-29
2007-06-14
2013-03-13
2012-07-26
2014-08-06
2014-09-02
2010-04-23
2012-05-10
2011-09-29
2016-01-25
2017-07-17
2015-12-02
2014-08-13
2013-03-07
2015-12-08
2013-12-18
2015-10-08
2013-09-05
2015-07-06
2014-11-19
2015-08-24

2017-08-14
2017-08-14
2017-08-15
2017-08-16
2017-08-16
2017-08-16
2017-08-16
2017-08-16
2017-08-16
2017-08-16
2017-08-16
2017-08-20
2017-08-20
2017-08-27
2017-08-27
2017-08-29
2017-08-30
2017-09-06
2017-09-10
2017-09-12
2017-09-17
2017-09-24
2017-10-03
2017-10-03
2017-10-18
2017-10-24
2017-11-01

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
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30667460000000
13630990000000
56768280000000
37683790000000
37756140000000
19644770000000
43695260000000
56768280000000
56768280000000
12626790000000
37683790000000
15739080000000
10623640000000
37683790000000
34673550000000
50710680000000
10621580000000
15638260000000
27754730000000
24753170000000
12626790000000
19650780000000
56768280000000
10767780000000
29663570000000
20755800000000
51714150000000

Westminster
Calexico Unified
Santa Paula Unified
San Ysidro Elementary
Valley Center-Pauma Unified
Eastside Union Elementary
Los Gatos Union Elementary
Santa Paula Unified
Santa Paula Unified
Arcata Elementary
San Ysidro Elementary
McFarland Unified
Parlier Unified
San Ysidro Elementary
Galt Joint Union High
Denair Unified
Fowler Unified
Tehachapi Unified
Gonzales Unified
Dos Palos Oro Loma Joint
Unified
Arcata Elementary
Valle Lindo Elementary
Santa Paula Unified
Washington Unified
Nevada Joint Union High
Golden Valley Unified
Meridian Elementary

Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District

9,120
9,246
5,270
4,578
4,029
3,275
3,024
5,270
5,270
1,129
4,578
3,484
3,471
4,578
2,226
1,273
2,608
4,307
2,369

2017-07-24
2015-12-18
2013-07-30
2015-08-04
2014-08-05
2017-08-17
2012-11-16
2017-11-22
2018-02-16
2016-01-21
2017-11-28
2014-09-29
2015-12-18
2018-04-11
2015-08-13
2014-02-04
2014-10-03
2014-07-17
2011-02-23

2017-11-13
2017-11-15
2017-11-21
2017-11-27
2018-01-09
2018-02-01
2018-02-15
2018-02-15
2018-04-05
2018-04-09
2018-04-10
2018-05-02
2018-05-07
2018-05-13
2018-05-22
2018-05-30
2018-06-20
2018-06-20
2018-06-25

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
High School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District

2,427
1,129
1,087
5,270
2,978
2,775
2,007
1,280

2016-04-15
2018-04-10
2012-01-20
2018-04-06
2016-08-25
2013-07-26
2015-09-28
2013-08-02

2018-06-26
2018-07-01
2018-07-01
2018-07-01
2018-07-02
2018-07-04
2018-07-05
2018-07-08

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

54767940000000
19650520000000
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49706070000000
20764140000000
41690210000000
15637760000000
19651100000000
41689320000000
19768690000000
34673550000000
49709530000000
19649980000000
21654820000000
55724130000000
04615070000000
09618530000000
19648320000000
19644690000000
50755490000000
07617130000000
43695340000000
55723890000000
44697650000000
30664560000000
43695260000000
15739080000000
15633130000000

Woodlake Unified
Temple City Unified
West Sonoma County Union
High
Yosemite Unified
San Carlos Elementary
Southern Kern Unified
Whittier City Elementary
Pacifica
Wiseburn Unified
Galt Joint Union High
Sonoma Valley Unified
Saugus Union
Tamalpais Union High
Summerville Union High
Oroville City Elementary
El Dorado Union High
Newhall
Duarte Unified
Hughson Unified
Lafayette Elementary
Los Gatos-Saratoga Union High
Sonora Union High
Live Oak Elementary
Buena Park Elementary
Los Gatos Union Elementary
McFarland Unified
Arvin Union

Unified School District
Unified School District

2,118
5,636

2013-08-05
2014-08-11

2018-07-12
2018-07-16

Y
Y

High School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
High School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
High School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District

1,933
2,060
3,445
3,557
6,072
3,111
4,503
2,226
4,329
9,791
5,043
1,114
2,583
6,739
6,539
4,761
2,058
3,576
3,520
1,051
1,968
4,552
3,024
3,484
3,087

2015-07-16
2017-07-10
2017-09-25
2014-01-30
2012-08-03
2010-08-13
2014-03-13
2018-05-23
2017-08-21
2012-10-26
2015-08-03
2013-07-01
2007-08-13
2014-12-31
2015-02-04
2015-08-12
2006-07-01
2013-11-07
2011-10-05
2015-08-11
2012-08-03
2008-09-05
2018-02-16
2018-05-03
2011-09-19

2018-07-18
2018-07-25
2018-07-25
2018-07-26
2018-07-26
2018-07-26
2018-07-29
2018-07-29
2018-07-31
2018-08-01
2018-08-01
2018-08-01
2018-08-05
2018-08-05
2018-08-05
2018-08-06
2018-08-12
2018-08-13
2018-08-13
2018-08-13
2018-08-14
2018-08-15
2018-08-15
2018-08-16
2018-08-19

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
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37683870000000
19649310000000
33672310000000
35674700000000
21653910000000
51714560000000
21654820000000
19651510000000
30667460000000
16639580000000
04615230000000
39685690000000
54718370000000
19649640000000
20755800000000
30667460000000
49738820000000
49708960000000
54718370000000
19649310000000
31667870000000
20764140000000
27661910000000
40754570000000
49708390000000
15634120000000
35674700000000

Solana Beach Elementary
Rosemead Elementary
Romoland Elementary
Hollister
Mill Valley Elementary
Winship-Robbins
Tamalpais Union High
Wilsona Elementary
Westminster
Kit Carson Union Elementary
Palermo Union Elementary
Lincoln Unified
Burton Elementary
San Marino Unified
Golden Valley Unified
Westminster
Cotati-Rohnert Park Unified
Rincon Valley Union
Elementary
Burton Elementary
Rosemead Elementary
Auburn Union Elementary
Yosemite Unified
Santa Rita Union Elementary
Paso Robles Joint Unified
Oak Grove Union Elementary
Delano Joint Union High
Hollister

Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District

2,891
2,418
4,090
6,089
2,948
2,853
5,043
1,232
9,120
1,248
1,296
9,348
4,887
2,967
2,007
9,120
6,166

2015-07-14
2004-12-19
2015-05-05
2016-08-18
2011-07-08
2014-07-21
2018-08-02
2010-10-25
2017-11-14
2014-08-05
2014-08-07
2011-05-05
2013-06-19
2014-07-02
2018-07-06
2018-09-19
2011-06-30

2018-08-21
2018-08-26
2018-08-26
2018-08-28
2018-08-29
2018-08-29
2018-09-11
2018-09-12
2018-09-18
2018-09-23
2018-09-24
2018-09-25
2018-09-30
2018-10-02
2018-10-14
2018-10-21
2018-11-01

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Elementary School District

3,307
4,887
2,418
1,873
2,060
3,646
6,844
1,241
4,219
6,089

2015-08-10
2018-10-01
2018-08-27
2015-12-23
2018-07-26
2014-10-07
2014-09-11
2017-07-06
2015-09-15
2018-08-29

2018-11-06
2018-11-19
2018-12-26
2019-01-13
2019-01-15
2019-01-15
2019-01-23
2019-01-23
2019-01-27
2019-02-04

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

17640300000000
30667460000000
37681220000000
50712820000000
07616630000000
30667460000000
10621580000000
19650520000000
19647090000000
30739240000000
37681220000000
17640300000000
07616630000000
41689990000000
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49708960000000
49708390000000
54768360000000
13631150000000
54753250000000
16639250000000
17640220000000
15638260000000
17640300000000
40688410000000
54722310000000
26736920000000
37683040000000

Lakeport Unified
Westminster
Fallbrook Union High
Stanislaus Union Elementary
Byron Union Elementary
Westminster
Fowler Unified
Temple City Unified
Lennox
Los Alamitos Unified
Fallbrook Union High
Lakeport Unified
Byron Union Elementary
Ravenswood City Elementary
Rincon Valley Union
Elementary
Oak Grove Union Elementary
Exeter Unified
Central Union High
Farmersville Unified
Hanford Joint Union High
Konocti Unified
Tehachapi Unified
Lakeport Unified
Templeton Unified
Tulare City
Mammoth Unified
Ramona City Unified

Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
High School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District

1,472
9,120
2,154
3,627
2,277
9,120
2,608
5,636
7,212
9,730
2,154
1,472
2,277
3,436

2017-07-11
2018-10-22
2015-03-18
2013-08-02
2013-07-24
2019-03-20
2018-06-21
2018-07-17
2013-11-27
2011-05-09
2019-03-21
2019-02-22
2019-04-09
2014-02-12

2019-02-21
2019-03-19
2019-03-20
2019-04-01
2019-04-08
2019-04-11
2019-04-15
2019-04-18
2019-04-28
2019-05-01
2019-05-08
2019-05-21
2019-05-27
2019-05-27

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
High School District
Unified School District
High School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District

3,307
1,241
2,730
4,150
2,559
3,900
3,575
4,307
1,472
2,394
9,588
1,209
5,472

2018-11-07
2019-01-24
2013-02-07
2015-07-09
2016-05-17
2007-06-13
2012-07-26
2018-06-21
2019-05-22
2011-10-07
2013-07-18
2013-07-01
2016-07-08

2019-05-27
2019-05-30
2019-06-17
2019-06-18
2019-06-20
2019-06-24
2019-06-24
2019-06-26
2019-06-27
2019-06-30
2019-06-30
2019-07-01
2019-07-01

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
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21653180000000
27659610000000
31667870000000
37682050000000
15635780000000
15637760000000
34674130000000
37680800000000
37681060000000
45698560000000
56725200000000
19643780000000
21654170000000
45699890000000
15737420000000
21654580000000
21654660000000
36676940000000
36677770000000
19752910000000
41688900000000
42693100000000
36677770000000
37681220000000
14766870000000
41689570000000
10621580000000

Miller Creek Elementary
Alisal Union
Auburn Union Elementary
Lemon Grove
Richland Union Elementary
Southern Kern Unified
River Delta Joint Unified
Encinitas Union Elementary
Escondido Union High
Anderson Union High
Ojai Unified
Charter Oak Unified
Novato Unified
Fall River Joint Unified
Sierra Sands Unified
San Rafael City Elementary
San Rafael City High
Cucamonga Elementary
Morongo Unified
San Gabriel Unified
Cabrillo Unified
Santa Maria Joint Union High
Morongo Unified
Fallbrook Union High
Bishop Unified
Las Lomitas Elementary
Fowler Unified

Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
High School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
High School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
High School District
Unified School District
High School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District

1,982
8,835
1,873
3,589
3,469
3,557
2,354
5,280
9,513
1,737
2,453
4,581
7,690
1,200
5,118
4,614
2,640
2,431
8,616
5,679
3,152
8,166
8,616
2,154
1,978
1,254
2,608

2017-08-14
2016-06-29
2019-01-14
2017-07-06
2017-03-02
2018-07-27
2013-07-01
2009-07-01
2015-06-11
2008-08-18
2017-08-15
2010-09-29
2015-06-26
2011-07-22
2014-09-24
2011-09-23
2007-08-01
2009-08-19
2015-08-04
2015-08-13
2015-08-31
2012-08-29
2019-07-22
2019-05-09
2010-09-17
2012-08-03
2019-04-16

2019-07-02
2019-07-02
2019-07-08
2019-07-08
2019-07-10
2019-07-10
2019-07-10
2019-07-11
2019-07-11
2019-07-11
2019-07-11
2019-07-15
2019-07-15
2019-07-15
2019-07-16
2019-07-17
2019-07-17
2019-07-21
2019-07-21
2019-07-24
2019-07-31
2019-08-07
2019-08-08
2019-08-08
2019-08-11
2019-08-11
2019-08-12

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

21653910000000
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43696090000000
13630730000000
40754570000000
11754810000000
12629010000000
19643780000000
19645270000000
41690130000000
50755560000000
01611270000000
19645270000000
54720410000000
06615980000000
47705080000000
19647090000000
10752750000000
50755560000000
12629500000000
43696820000000
19649640000000
49738820000000
06615980000000
14766870000000
15637500000000
17640550000000

Mill Valley Elementary
Mountain View-Los Altos
Union High
Brawley Elementary
Paso Robles Joint Unified
Orland Joint Unified
Klamath-Trinity Joint Unified
Charter Oak Unified
El Rancho Unified
San Bruno Park Elementary
Riverbank Unified
Albany City Unified
El Rancho Unified
Pixley Union Elementary
Colusa Unified
Yreka Union Elementary
Lennox
Sierra Unified
Riverbank Unified
McKinleyville Union
Elementary
Saratoga Union Elementary
San Marino Unified
Cotati-Rohnert Park Unified
Colusa Unified
Bishop Unified
Rosedale Union Elementary
Middletown Unified

Elementary School District

2,948

2018-08-30

2019-08-12

Y

High School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District

4,394
4,061
6,844
2,263
1,019
4,581
8,472
2,505
3,016
3,682
8,472
1,019
1,490
1,012
7,212
1,271
3,016

2015-08-11
2016-09-29
2019-01-24
2015-08-24
2014-08-05
2019-07-16
2017-08-17
2017-09-07
2012-11-15
2014-08-12
2019-08-19
2015-07-01
2015-10-09
2010-08-10
2019-04-29
2015-12-18
2019-08-20

2019-08-12
2019-08-13
2019-08-14
2019-08-18
2019-08-18
2019-08-18
2019-08-18
2019-08-19
2019-08-19
2019-08-21
2019-08-21
2019-08-21
2019-08-25
2019-08-25
2019-08-27
2019-08-28
2019-09-04

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

Elementary School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Unified School District
Elementary School District
Unified School District

1,123
1,765
2,967
6,166
1,490
1,978
5,797
1,747

2016-10-11
2015-10-08
2018-10-03
2018-11-02
2019-08-26
2019-08-12
2011-09-19
2015-08-04

2019-09-11
2019-09-15
2019-09-29
2019-10-08
2019-10-27
2019-11-07
2019-12-04
2019-12-17

Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

36678920000000
19643780000000
42693100000000
01612340000000

Trona Joint Unified
Charter Oak Unified
Santa Maria Joint Union High
Newark Unified

Unified School District
Unified School District
High School District
Unified School District

2,746
4,581
8,166
5,758

2016-06-13
2019-08-19
2019-08-08
2016-07-01

2019-12-22
2020-01-05
2020-01-08
2020-01-12

Y
Y
Y
Y
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APPENDIX E
Participation Request Letter
Superintendent Transitions: Planning for the Expected
Dear Participant,
I invite you to participate in a research study entitled (specify): Superintendent
Transitions: Planning for the Expected. I am currently enrolled in the Organizational
Leadership program at Brandman University, and am in the process of writing my
dissertation. The purpose of the research is to describe strategies implemented by K-12
school districts in California, specifically used by Superintendents, Board Members and
Cabinet Members.
I will be conducting interviews on

.

Your participation in this research project is completely voluntary. You may decline
altogether, or leave any questions unanswered. There are no known risks to participation
beyond those encountered in everyday life. Your responses will remain confidential and
anonymous. Data from this research will be kept under lock and key and reported only as
a collective combined total. No one other than the researchers will know your identity,
information or individual responses to interview questions.
If you agree to participate in this project, the interview should take approximately 45
minutes to complete. In addition to the interviews, I would like to look at any documents
(paper and electronic) that you may have which would help me understand more about
my topic.
If you have any questions about this project, feel free to contact me at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or
at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx. (Personal information removed for privacy.) Information on the
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rights of human subjects in research is available through the NDNU’s Institutional
Review Board at Notre Dame de Namur University 1500 Ralston Avenue, Belmont, CA,
94002; website: www.ndnu.edu/academics/research; (insert name and contact number of
the current IRB Chair).
Thank you for your assistance in this important endeavor.
Sincerely yours, Jennifer Wildman
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR
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APPENDIX F
Informed Consent Document
Superintendent Transitions: Planning for the Expected
Consent to take part in research
• I ......................................................... voluntarily agree to participate in this research study.
• I understand that even if I agree to participate now, I can withdraw at any time or refuse to
answer any question without any consequences of any kind.
• I understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two weeks
after the interview, in which case the material will be deleted.
• I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and I have had the
opportunity to ask questions about the study.
• I understand that participation involves…[outline briefly in simple terms what participation in
your research will involve]. I understand that I will not benefit directly from participating in
this research. I agree to my interview being audio-recorded.
• I understand that all information I provide for this study will be treated confidentially.
• I understand that in any report on the results of this research my identity will remain
anonymous. This will be done by changing my name and disguising any details of my interview
which may reveal my identity or the identity of people I speak about.
• I understand that disguised extracts from my interview may be quoted in the: dissertation,
conference presentation, published papers etc.
• I understand that if I inform the researcher that myself or someone else is at risk of harm they
may have to report this to the relevant authorities - they will discuss this with me first but may be
required to report with or without my permission.
• I understand that signed consent forms and original audio recordings will be retained in [specify
location, security arrangements and who has access to data] until [specific relevant period – for
students this will be until the exam board confirms the results of their dissertation].
• I understand that a transcript of my interview in which all identifying information has been
removed will be retained for two years from the date of the dissertation approval
• I understand that under the freedom of information act I am entitled to access the information I
have provided at any time while it is in storage as specified above.
• I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further
clarification and information.

Signature of research participant
Signature of participant

Date
-

Signature of researcher
I believe the participant is giving informed consent to participate in this study
Signature of researcher

Date
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APPENDIX G
Audio Release Form
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Superintendent Transitions: Planning for the Expected
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA 92618
I authorize Jennifer Wildman, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate, to record my
voice. I give Brandman University and all persons or entities associated with this
research study permission or authority to use this recording for activities associated with
this research study.
I understand that the recording will be used for transcription purposes and the
information obtained during the interview may be published in a journal/dissertation or
presented at meetings/presentations.
I will be consulted about the use of the audio recordings for any purpose other than those
listed above. Additionally, I waive any right to royalties or other compensation arising
correlated to the use of information obtained from the recording.
By signing this form, I acknowledge that I have completely read and fully understand the
above release and agree to the outlined terms. I hereby release all claims against any
person or organization utilizing this material.

Signature of Principal Researcher

Date

Signature of Participant

Date
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APPENDIX H
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights

BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
Any person who is requested to consent to participate as a subject in an experiment, or
who is requested to consent on behalf of another, has the following rights:
1. To be told what the study is attempting to discover.
2. To be told what will happen in the study and whether any of the procedures, drugs
or devices are different from what would be used in standard practice.
3. To be told about the risks, side effects or discomforts of the things that may
happen to him/her.
4. To be told if he/she can expect any benefit from participating and, if so, what the
benefits might be.
5. To be told what other choices he/she has and how they may be better or worse
than being in the study.
6. To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to
be involved and during the study.
7. To be told what sort of medical treatment is available if any complications arise.
8. To refuse to participate at all before or after the study is started without any
adverse effects.
9. To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form.
10. To be free of pressures when considering whether he/she wishes to agree to be in
the study.
If at any time you have questions regarding a research study, you should ask the
researchers to answer them. You also may contact the Brandman University Institutional
Review Board, which is concerned with the protection of volunteers in research projects.
The Brandman University Institutional Review Board may be contacted either by
telephoning the Office of Academic Affairs at (949) 341-9937 or by writing to the Vice
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road,
Irvine, CA, 92618.
Brandman University IRB

Adopted

196

November 2013

APPENDIX I
NIH Clearance

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural
Research certifies that Jennifer Wildman successfully
completed the NIH Web-based training course “Protecting
Human Research Participants.”
Date of Completion: 05/13/2018
Certification Number: 2817878
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Restructure/Change Process
Seek input from stakeholders
Set personal priorities

Professional Learning/Board
Governance
Research
3
8
1
1
50

4
4
31

9
1
79

3
1
1
48

10
2
18

2
2
3

18
31
9

2

2

4
1

Strategic Planning

Stabilize the district

Show support

TOTAL

15
2

Work independently/Without support

1

Overlap/Balance old job with new

Open/Transparent Communication

1

Sponsorship/Mentorship

Focus on match or fit

Establish Legacy

Superintendent
A
Superintendent
B
Superintendent
C
Superintendent
D
Superintendent
E
Superintendent
F
Build & Maintain Relationships

APPENDIX J

Code Application Charts by Role

Code Applications Chart: Superintendent Response Frequency for all three stages
of the Executive Transition Model
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Code Applications Chart: Cabinet member Response Frequency for all three stages
of the Executive Transition Model
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Code Applications Chart: Board Member Response Frequency for all three stages
of the Executive Transition Model

Board
Member A
Board
Member B
Board
Member C
Board
Member D
Board
Member E
Board
Member F
Build & Maintain Relationships

